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To Dwayne, Emily, and Piper and all my friends along Nova Scotia’s Eastern Shore






When it is dark enough, you can see the stars.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON








Prologue

Percival Johnson huddled in his coat, hiding his nose among the rough fibres of his scarf and squinting against the sunshine. The glare off the Halifax harbour was almost blinding, set against a backdrop of white, and the cold sky carried no clouds. It seemed only right to Percival that the morning of December 6, 1917, should be so beautiful, because today was his tenth birthday. He figured the whole world was probably smiling about that right now.

He glanced beside him at his friend George, then cast an eye over his shoulder, up the hill. “See that? Everybody’s coming down since they lit up fireworks for my birthday.”

“Right,” George muttered. “We should go. We’ll be late.”

“Fiddlesticks. This is way better.”

The ship across the harbour was now fully engulfed in flames. Once in a while a small explosion went off, shooting sparks into the pitch-black smoke hovering above the ship, and all the people gathered around the harbour made loud noises of approval. It was like a great big magic show, and the whole city had turned out to watch.

Both boys jumped at the next bang. “Whoa!” Percival exclaimed. “Did you see that one?”

George laughed. “Looked like the whole boat was going to blow up it was so big!”

“I know! Wow! This is brilliant!”

“You boys step back now,” came a voice.

Percival smiled up at the gruff face looming over him. “Hey, Mr. Porter! Do you fellas have to put out the fire soon? I hope not. It’s awful pretty.”

The fireman shrugged. “Not much we can do from here. We’ll wait until it floats closer. It’ll probably burn itself out anyway.”

“It’s coming closer,” George said.

“Sure is. It’ll get louder, too,” Mr. Porter replied with a nod. “Just you wait.”

“The fireworks are for my birthday,” Percival informed the fireman.

Mr. Porter chuckled and rubbed his hand on the boy’s cap. “Surely they are, son.”

The three of them stared out to sea and watched the burning ship draw ever closer to the shore, headed right to the foot of Richmond Street. Looked like the captain was aiming to land at Pier 6. They’d have to stop it before it touched, since Pier 6’s pilings were all wood. Setting that on fire would make a big mess.

The fireman frowned down at the boys. “Shouldn’t you be in school? It’s after nine o’clock.”

“Aye, we should,” George said, glaring at Percival.

But Percival was not to be swayed. “Why, I’m sure the rest of the school is out here with us. It’s so much more fun than reading, anyway.”

“I like reading.” George stepped back and tugged on his friend’s sleeve. “Come on, Percy. Let’s go.”

Percival’s expression flipped from gleeful to furious in that moment. “George Harris, you old stick-in-the-mud. I want to stay—”

In the next instant, the little boy’s words were sucked from his mouth, along with every other noise in Halifax. It was as if the fire on board the Mont Blanc took a deep breath, preparing itself before it exhaled and obliterated everything in its path.






DANNY – October 1916 –
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The rocky shores of Halifax jutted from the sea, her buildings and trees appearing and disappearing like black angled spectres playing hide and seek in the drifting mist. Her dark profile came as a relief to the hundreds of hearts beating on board HMHS Mauretania. Seven days and nights on the Atlantic had been too long, and the passengers craved the security of solid ground.

The autumn air was cool, barely moving, the hovering mystery of fog undisturbed. As the ship neared the shore, Danny saw people wandering the hillside along the confusing grid of streets, small figures in black meeting up. He couldn’t hear them over the grinding engines of the ship, but he knew they were talking, laughing as if they hadn’t a care in the world. His gut twisted at the sight, though he knew it shouldn’t affect him this way. He couldn’t help it. What right did these people have to move with such optimism in their strides, to meet and walk and think nothing of what could happen in the next step? What right did the city have to so much life? So much hope?

Danny’s parents were waiting for him when the tide washed the big ship into the Halifax port. They stood on the dock, two small figures wrapped in coats and scarves, waving. His father’s other hand was tucked under his mother’s elbow. They both stood tall, smiling, but Danny thought from that distance they looked older. Standing straight or not, they appeared a little stooped.

Coming down the ramp was awkward, as he’d known it would be. Danny was learning every day how to better manage the chunk of wood that was now his right leg, but he still leaned heavily on his crutch. He hated the leg. Hated the sores it wore on his stump. But he wasn’t very well going to carry on his life hopping like a one-legged rabbit. That was for damn sure. So when the nurse had offered to show him how to use the crutch properly, Danny had listened and learned.

“Danny!” his mother cried, rushing forward. She stopped short two feet away from him, uncertain, her arms outstretched as if she were waiting to be thrown a ball.

“It’s okay, Mother,” he said. “It’s just my leg, and it hardly pains me much anymore.”

Her head tilted, catching the sunlight, and he saw grey strands threading in and out of her tethered hair. He didn’t think those had been there before. Or had they, and he hadn’t noticed?

“Oh, Danny,” she said. Her eyes, wet with sympathy, flicked from his face to the place where his leg should have been. “Here, now. What a sin.”

He shifted his crutch out of the way when she stepped forward and folded him against her, and he thought there was no better, no stronger place on earth than in his mother’s arms. She had cried that other day as well, eighteen or so months past, watching him climb the ship’s ramp along with Big Jimmy Mitchell and Fred Arnold. Back then they’d been a different kind of tears. And though he hadn’t been around to see it, he knew she’d cried again when he’d written to her about his two best friends being shot to pieces in the muck. But he wouldn’t think of that. Couldn’t. Not today, at least.

For a moment he let himself hang on to his mother as if he were a little boy again, holding his breath to contain the sobs that pushed against the wall of his chest. He wouldn’t cry. Wouldn’t give in. Seemed awfully silly to cry, now everything was behind him.

“Son,” Danny’s father said, and his mother stepped to the side, sniffing into a worn handkerchief. Daniel Baker Sr. clasped Danny’s hand in an iron, callused grip. “Good to have you back.”

Daniel Sr. was a traditional man, a man who stood as if a pole had been slid into his spine. He was a fisherman and a Baptist minister, a man with such a strong belief that he expected that the sun rose or fell depending on how he carried himself. His father had worn his black suit today, the one he normally reserved for Sundays. He held his firstborn’s gaze for a moment longer than usual, and Danny felt suddenly like a child who had done something he couldn’t remember, but whatever it was, it would require penance. He knew he was expected to meet his father’s even stare, so he did. He saw pain there, certainly, and loss. But there was something else, he thought. His father looked hollow. Tired. And… disappointed?

“Damn fine to be back, sir,” he said.

“Danny! Your language!” his mother exclaimed out of habit. Her lips pursed in an expression he remembered well, a frown she’d given him for as long as he could remember. From back in the days when he was small enough she could wash out his mouth with soap. But she hadn’t done it often. Only when he hadn’t given her a choice. His mother enjoyed laughing more than anything else.

God, Danny was tired. His body trembled from relief and exhaustion and hunger and grief. “Sorry, Mother.”

Home. The familiar, aching face of love, half frowning at him for forgetting where he was.

Home. The filth of battle beginning to peel like the curls of old paint from the surface of his heart.

Home. No more waiting for shrapnel to shred his brain.

From the ship they went to the schooner, all nineteen feet of it waiting quietly at the dock’s edge. Funny how land changed under a man’s feet. One day Danny’d been running through grass and roots, the next marching up to his knees in sucking mud. Now he walked on weathered timbers, and the wood of his leg met the wood of the dock. The ground here was predictable. Familiar. Setting foot in the boat was like coming home all over again. The rocking motion caused by his weight welcomed him like a feather mattress, and he fell back into the rhythm he had always known, helping to haul in ropes and cinch them, feeling for the current and sensing the momentum—though his balance was precarious these days.

When the wind filled the sails and pointed them up the Eastern Shore, Danny sat and wondered if he really had just lived through a war. Or whether it had all been the most unimaginable of nightmares. The soft rocking of the boat and the sight of his father’s back was a comfort, and since he knew there was a good six-hour trip to go, he let his head nod.

He woke a few times, but the exhaustion that had dragged him under kept him sleeping for most of the journey. When at last they approached his home, he awoke as if someone had tapped him on the shoulder, and he couldn’t look away from the sight. The house seemed smaller than he remembered it. And fragile, as if a nor’easter might just pick it up and drop it into the sea. Danny figured it looked that way because in the back of his mind he could still hear artillery fire, could still see mounds of dirt blasting up around the yard like fireworks, could even imagine a shell obliterating the house, leaving nothing in its wake but a shattered chimney.

In a few months, as soon as they could pull together the money, he’d be introducing his beautiful Audrey to this place. How would he tell his family about her? She wasn’t from the area, that’s for sure, and sometimes the community could be tough on someone who came from away. To him, Audrey was incredible. How would they see her?

His mother dropped her hand onto his. “So good to have you home, Danny.”

He’d tell her first. His mother always knew how to do things like that.

“We left your room exactly the same, son. I just tidied up. Dusted, you know? Put fresh sheets on for you.”

“Thanks, Mother.”

Ignoring their offers of assistance, he stepped awkwardly onto the dock and remembered how he’d never had to think about doing that before. The first time he’d ever climbed onto the dock was just about the same day he’d learned to walk. He could hop fences without effort, outrun any of the other kids, reach into that frozen ocean if the nets got tangled. All that was gone.

He turned back for his bag, then realized with dismay his father had already pulled it out and was carrying it for him.

“Hey, Dad. Let me get that, huh?”

Daniel Sr. gnawed at the inside of one cheek while he thought about the request. They both knew it was an important question, and Danny saw when his father made his decision.

“I’ve got it, son. Help your mother out of there, would you?” Without any change in expression, he headed toward the little white house, Danny’s bag clutched in his hand.

Just like that, Danny thought, feeling a dark red pulse of fury ignite in his chest. Even as a little boy, his father had made him carry his own things and more. “Work like a man and you’ll grow up to be a man,” he had always said. A rather strange expression, since he was fated to be a man whether he worked or not, but he understood the sentiment. And he had always worked hard. He had outworked pretty much every other boy around, and he’d done it partially so he could see the glint of pride in his father’s eyes.

So what did this mean? Danny wasn’t going to be able to work like a man anymore? He was less of a man?

Yes, Danny thought. Yes, it means exactly that.

He offered his arm to his mother. She leaned slightly against him, then stepped onto the dock.

“Oh, Danny,” she said. “Are you all right? Are you going to be okay with all this?”

He cleared his throat, which felt suddenly dry. “What choice do I have?”

“I’ve got fresh scones inside for you,” she said after a moment. “And I’ll brew some tea and give you a little extra honey. Just to sweeten it up, right?”

“Thanks.” Some things never changed, thank God.

She cocked her head to the side, looking at him with so much pity Danny wanted to scream. The soft palms of her hands pressed against his cheeks, and her eyes searched his expression. But Danny stared back without exposing anything. He would not be pitied. He would not. There were boys over there hurt far worse than he was. There were better men than him who would never come back.

“You know what, Mother?” he said through a tight smile. “I’m going to have one of those scones because I’ve been missing your cooking for a very long time now. But I’m going to wait on the tea. What I really want is to go to bed. Sleep a few hours. Would that be all right?”

Her eyes flew open. “Of course, son! Let’s get you inside.”

They entered the house and Danny stopped, feeling like a stranger in his own home. Everything felt so different from before, though he knew nothing had changed. Nothing but him. While he ate the scone, his mother kept talking, and he nodded, barely hearing her over the panic rising in his head. They walked through the kitchen and stopped at the bottom of the stairs to the bedrooms.

“You know, Danny, we could move your things to the sitting room—”

“It’s fine, Mother. Really. I’ve survived worse. And now…” He took in the endless staircase. “Now I just need to rest.”

Her shoulders relaxed a little. “Of course, Danny. It’s a long voyage. You’ll feel much better when it’s time for supper. I’m making your favourite. And your aunt and uncle are coming as well, bringing little baby George for you to meet.”

But he slept through supper. He’d barely stripped off his tattered uniform and unhitched his peg leg before he collapsed onto the safety of his childhood mattress. He didn’t hear his brother when he came in hours later, stood over Danny and studied the strange outline of his body under the wool blanket. He didn’t hear his parents arguing and shushing each other. He didn’t hear a thing.

He awoke in the dead of night. It was raining, the drops falling outside his window, ticking off the edge of the roof in an uneven rhythm. Danny was used to rain, both here and away. It was just about always foggy or rainy around East Jeddore. But goddamn it, Danny sure was sick of rain. Rain led to mud. Mud led to memories he didn’t want to see. But whenever he sank back into sleep, they were waiting for him, fresh and insistent.

Danny scrubbed a hand over his face, hoping to wake up, shove the memories out. Out of habit, he turned his head on the pillow and looked across the room, momentarily forgetting where he was. He felt an unexpected jolt at the sight of his brothers’ bunk bed and two of the boys sleeping in it. Three more slept in the next room. He heard his brothers breathing, almost in time with each other. The easy sound a relief to Danny after so many months of living a half life: too afraid to sleep, too exhausted to stay awake. Besides the boys’ gentle snores, he could hear no other sound.

Danny’s chest tightened. Then his throat. He slid the pillow from under his head and hugged it over his face, trying to muffle his sobs.
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The sun was hours away; October mornings were dark and cold. Danny snuck out of bed as quiet as he could and reached for the oil lamp, but his movements weren’t soft enough. As he reached for the door he heard the pattern of his brothers’ breathing change. They were awake, waiting for the stranger to leave so they could discuss him. Danny had known it would happen. It broke his heart anyway.

The stairs creaked under his step, the crutch making a harsh clacking sound against the wood. Not much he could do to keep that quiet. He’d packed his wooden leg in his trunk before he’d fallen asleep, needing to get away from it. Now the family would see what was left of him. Not much. Better to get it all out in the open right away, he figured.

In predawn, the house looked different. Strange how it felt so foreign. As if he’d been away ten years instead of almost two. He relit the fire, fed it kindling until it snapped into action, then he stood and took in the flickering shadows of the kitchen. The place smelled wonderful, the air thick with the sweet breath of yesterday’s fresh bread. His mother made a few loaves almost every day, and the smell of that bread was just one of the millions of things Danny had thought about when he couldn’t face the war a moment longer. The bread in the trenches was hard as shale most of the time, until it was sunk deep in whatever stew or beans they had.

His mother’s bread hid under a cloth on the counter, next to the knife block. Danny cut himself a thick, soft slice, then sunk his teeth into it, moaning quietly with ecstasy. He finished it off, then cut another slice. He considered the rest of the loaf but figured that wasn’t quite fair to the rest of them.

Danny heard a small sound at the door. A scratching, then a soft chirp, almost apologetic.

“Cecil,” he whispered, surprised at the sudden joy coursing through him.

Cecil’s salt and pepper muzzle had turned almost pure white. The black Lab’s eyes were milkier than they had been, and his hips wobbled with the stiffness of old age. But when Danny grabbed a coat off the hook and stepped outside, the dog’s tail thrashed from side to side, and his ecstatic whines got louder and more excited. His smooth black lips pulled back in an approximation of a smile.

“Hey, boy,” Danny said, and at the sound of his voice Cecil threw his head back as if he were about to howl, but Danny set his palm on the hard black skull and grinned. “C’mon, Cess. Let’s not wake the whole house.”

The sky was beginning to lighten, no longer an infinite black but a velvet indigo, readying the earth for the sun. The tides were low, retreating for another hour or so, Danny figured. As man and dog took their favourite path down to the sea, Cecil hobbled ahead, then circled back as if he couldn’t believe Danny was there and had to keep checking. Danny stopped short on the outskirts of the rocky beach, admitting to himself that the slippery unevenness of the stones looked a little beyond his abilities for now. He leaned against a boulder he’d climbed as a boy, dropped his crutch, then slid down until he sat on the ground. Cecil was immediately at his side, licking Danny’s face until he couldn’t help laughing. God, it felt good to laugh.

“How are you, boy? Miss me?”

Cecil stared at Danny with adoration, his heavy black tail thumping in celebration. He sniffed Danny’s hair, his coat, and finally his pants. He spent a little time snuffling at the stump, wrapped within Danny’s pant leg.

“Yeah,” Danny said. “That’s something new, ain’t it? I might give you a couple of shoes to chew on, Cess. I won’t need ’em.”

It was Sunday, so the fishing boat hugged the dock, resting for the day. The others would be getting out of bed soon, curious and eager to see their brother now that he was awake. Cecil lay down and drummed his tail on the earth, then rested his nose on Danny’s foot. They stayed like that for ten minutes, the dog dozing, the man staring out at the receding tide, one hand on his companion’s sleek black head. He breathed in, filling his lungs with crisp, salty air, welcoming back the cleansing stink of fish.



The Twenty-fifth Battalion’s mascot, an underfed golden Labrador retriever, made her way through the soldiers, winding around sleeping bodies, sniffing for bits of food that didn’t exist. She was a distraction.

“Hey, Minnie,” Danny said softly. “How’s hunting, girl?”

Her tail’s constant wag sped up. She walked to Danny’s side and nudged his hand. He didn’t mind the lice on her—he probably carried just as many within the seams of his own shirt. He’d given up fighting them. He stroked her neck and she pulled closer to him, then curled up at his side.

“Good idea,” he said. Danny stretched out as well as he could, then rested his head on Minnie’s bony back. She sighed under him, and they both slept awhile.

Minnie died a few weeks later in Ypres. No one had given her a gas mask when that hateful yellow gas had spilled into the trenches.



Cecil’s head jerked up. A low growl started deep in the loose folds of his throat.

“What is it, boy?” Danny slid back into the present. He tried to peer around the boulder, but he couldn’t see from his position. Cecil’s growl rose, and he scrambled to all four paws, hackles raised.

“Okay, okay,” Danny said, rolling to his side so he could get up the way the nurses had taught him. “What we got? A porky?”

Cecil sounded furious, but Danny only chuckled when he spotted the intruders. Three young dogs loped down the trail toward them, tails wagging cautiously. They stopped a few feet away, their heads low to the sprouting grass as if scenting it for clues about this mysterious stranger.

“Who’s this, Cess?” Danny asked. The dogs came closer at the sound of Danny’s voice, optimistically wagging their tails. “Sit,” he said, and they all sat. Danny lifted his eyebrows, surprised at the unexpected result. “Well. Don’t you boys have good manners.”

Cecil stopped growling and sat as well, but he kept his cloudy eyes trained on the other three. Danny wanted to crouch, get to know the dogs, but crouching was out of the question. Too awkward.

“Danny?”

The sun was starting to come up, and despite the lack of light he recognized his twenty-two-year-old brother, Johnny, standing on the path. Johnny was staring at him, a smile plastered on his face. Not a real smile, Danny saw. One he was trying real hard to hold in place.

It was difficult to believe he’d gone almost two years without seeing Johnny. The last time had been on that day at the pier, when Danny’d boarded the ship in his freshly pressed uniform. His mother had cried, his father had stood proud but stiff, trying to maintain a cool expression. The oldest of Danny’s brothers had buzzed around him with envy and emotion, and the smallest two had sobbed until their baby blues turned red. After their father, Danny had been the man of the house. The one all the other kids followed. Then he had sailed to war, leaving them crying on the shore.

He and Johnny had been practically inseparable before the war. Now they were like strangers. Johnny seemed older, as though he’d become a man while Danny was away. For the first time Danny wondered what it had been like around here, worrying about him, making do without him.

He kept his voice soft, blending with the morning. “Hey, Johnny. Come here.”

Johnny strode down the trail, trying to appear nonchalant, but his eyes were inexorably drawn to the missing leg. Danny let him look. He was going to anyway. Him and everyone else. Danny might as well make it easier on them.

Danny raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Do you want to see it?”

“I don’t know,” Johnny replied, lifting his gaze. “Should I?”

Danny shrugged. “It ain’t pretty, but it’s all I got now.”

Danny propped himself against the boulder, then watched Johnny’s face while he untucked the trouser where his leg should have been. For the first time, Danny worried about his brother’s reaction. He undid the folds and hated the way his hands trembled while he did it. They always shook now, even when he was at ease. It seemed strange, to be scared of a little thing like what Johnny’d say after all Danny had been through.

Danny had to be calm. Reassure both of them. He rolled the material back, exposing the ugly pink skin at the end of his stump, about four inches beneath his right knee. The doctors had done what they could, patching it together, sewing it back up when it split apart. Scars criss-crossed like barbed wire, white against the pink.

Johnny stared at it, blinking hard. He didn’t meet Danny’s eyes.

“What do you think, kid?”

“Does… does it hurt?”

He didn’t like the sound of Johnny’s voice. It had been years since either of them had cried in front of the other, and Johnny sounded close to doing just that. Danny cleared his throat, more confident now that he was back in the older-brother role.

“Nah. Not anymore. Feels strange but hardly hurts anymore. Funny thing is, sometimes my foot hurts. The one that’s gone.”

Johnny drew nearer, examining the leg. He reached to touch it, then glanced apologetically up at Danny, who nodded.

“Go ahead.”

Johnny poked it gently, then prodded a little harder in a few other places. “Feels like a leg still.”

“Still is a leg,” Danny confirmed. “Just a little shorter.”

“Your knee still bend okay?”

“Oh yeah. But I ain’t gonna outrun you like I used to, that’s for sure.”

Johnny took a seat on a facing boulder. “You never did,” he muttered, focusing on Danny’s face. His eyes flickered with emotions Danny needed to understand. But he knew better than to ask.

“What was it like?” Johnny asked, bold as always. “The war, I mean.”

Danny’s eyes shot toward the water, and a door slammed shut in his mind. Sweat dampened his palms in that instant, and he was desperate to change the subject.

“Hey, no problem,” Johnny said quickly. “We don’t have to talk about that.”

“Who are these hounds?” Danny asked. His voice was strained, his throat constricted by the effort of holding back an unexpected wave of fear.

“Oh.” Johnny frowned and pointed out the pups one by one. “That real dark one’s Toby, the one with the white on his tail is Pops, and that’s their sister, Betty. They live in the old shed out back. We think their mother got killed by a bobcat. They came through about a year ago and have been here ever since.”

The pups got scraps for treats once in a while, but were mostly feral and hunted for their own meals, he explained. Cecil still retained ownership of the doghouse, three and a half walls and a good sturdy roof, packed tight with old blankets. Danny had built it when he was fifteen and Cecil was a puppy. Watching the faithful black lab shuffle arthritically toward the water, Danny realized ten years was just about all Cecil had in him. He was glad he’d come back in time to say goodbye.

Danny stuck a piece of grass in his mouth and chewed on the end. “So, Johnny. What’s been going on while I was gone?”
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Near the end of Danny’s stay in the Cambridge Military Hospital in Aldershot, England, Captain Johnston had come by to check on him. He’d brought Danny’s things, as well as two small boxes. On the top of each was stamped a name. One said Private James Mitchell, the other Private Frederick Arnold.

When Danny got home, he’d tucked the boxes under his bed. For two days they sat patiently between his shoe and his wooden leg, waiting for him to come to terms with what he had to do. By the following Sunday, the silent voices of his two best friends, the wild Irish boys of East Jeddore who would never see her shore again, had forced him to do something about them.

Danny packed the boxes into a sack he hung over his shoulder, then leaned on his crutch and stepped outside. It was raining, as it had been all night, and the mud wriggled down the road in streams like tiny snakes. Danny pulled his cap down and started up the slippery path to his best friends’ homes.

From the outside, the Arnolds’ house looked abandoned. He knew they were there, though, because he could hear a couple of kids laughing and a dog yapping. It wasn’t that the house was in disrepair, it was just gloomy. Could have been the rain, could have been the need for paint. But Danny figured the sadness of the house went far deeper, and he’d never have to ask why. He shuffled up the front walkway, between the skeletal remains of weeds in Mrs. Arnold’s unusually neglected flower bed and her unharvested potato patch, and knocked on the door.

It felt strange, standing there, waiting for one of the Arnolds to let him in. As boys they’d roared through that door, barely pausing to take off muddy shoes before thumping up the stairs to Fred’s bedroom. Fred, freckled and carrot-coloured, always shared the wooden toys his uncle had made for him. They’d smashed carved horses and carts together, played with little-boy versions of guns. Fred had a huge collection.

The front door was a solid reminder of why he was here. Nothing would ever be the same. He stared at it until the latch clicked and the door creaked open. Mrs. Arnold stood before him, frailer than before, wiping beet-stained hands on her apron. She took one look at Danny and stepped backwards with a whimper.

“What is it, Alice?” came Mr. Arnold’s voice, and something twisted in Danny’s chest. Mr. Arnold’s quick Irish accent was so much like Fred’s.

It took her a moment, an inhalation that swept her glistening eyes from Danny’s face to his remaining foot. Then she said simply, “Oh, William. It’s Danny. Danny’s come home.”

“Good day, Mrs. Arnold,” Danny said, cap in hand. Rain pattered on his head, soaking him through, but he didn’t care. He felt safer standing in the rain than he did stepping inside the house.

“Oh, Danny,” she said. Her chin quivered before she remembered to stand up straighter. “I’m ever so glad to see ye. Come in out of the rain, darlin’. Ye’ll catch your death out there.” She bit her lip and motioned for him to come in, then stood to the side so he could hobble through. In the old days he would have barrelled past her. Now he needed the width of the doorframe to contain his body, the sack over his back, and his crutch. Mr. Arnold appeared behind her, a taller, older, thinner version of his son.

“Welcome home, son,” he said, and Danny knew how badly they wished they could have been saying those words to Fred instead of him.

“A spot of tea?” Mrs. Arnold asked.

“That’d be swell,” he said, then he followed Mr. Arnold into the sitting room.

Everything looked exactly the same as it always had except for the large framed photograph of Fred sitting on the mantel. Fred in uniform, proud and raring to go to war. Give those Germans a taste o’ the Irish, was what he’d said.

“Here you go,” Mrs. Arnold said, carrying a tray of tea and apple tarts, just as in the old days. How strange. Danny already thought of them as the old days. Another lifetime. She placed the tray on a table between them, then she sat across from Danny, her hands linked together on her lap. She and her husband sat stiffly, an inch apart from each other. The Arnolds stared at Danny, and he stared back, not knowing how to start.

“Yer mother must be so happy to have ye home,” she finally said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Danny said. “She’s learning to put up with me again, I figure.”

“And yer fat’er, too. His sermons have oft remarked upon our sons being far… too far away.”

Another awkward silence filled the room.

Danny cleared his throat. “I’m sorry Fred’s not with me. Truly I am. I’m so sorry he isn’t here.”

Mrs. Arnold blinked a few times then smiled, but Danny saw the mother behind the mask. She was a little brown-haired woman, not particularly attractive, but efficient in an appealing way. Out of the three, she had been the one mother to always ensure the boys had enough to eat, but not always scones. The Arnolds had a small, hardy orchard, and Mrs. Arnold could work magic with that fruit. Besides all different kinds of apples, she grew rhubarb and plums, and from the bushes she plucked raspberries, blackberries, foxberries, and blueberries, which she made into jams and pies that disappeared quickly. Her daughters often brought the finished products to neighbouring homes, feeding the elderly and the infirm. It was every good Christian’s responsibility, she had always said, to provide for those who could not—or would not—provide for themselves.

Her voice was soft when she spoke again. He’d never heard her speak like that. Maybe she reserved that tone for grown-ups, and it was the first time she’d used it with him. He would have preferred hearing her scold.

“Ye’re a good lad, Danny. Oh, what I’d have given to have my boy here, but no matter how long the day, the evening will come. We will survive.”

Mr. Arnold was frowning at Danny’s remaining foot. “How’s the leg?” he asked.

“No idea, sir. I’m sure it’s having a fine time in France right now. I haven’t seen it in months.”

Mr. Arnold had never been overly fond of humour. He frowned. “ ’Twas the other one I meant, boy.”

Danny’s mouth twitched. “I know, sir. Sorry. It’s fine, thanks.”

“Thank you for the letter ye sent,” Mrs. Arnold said. “Meant a great deal to us, it did, gettin’ that letter from ye.”

Danny cleared his throat. “I’ve, uh, I’ve brought you his things.”

He leaned down to pull Fred’s box from the sack, then stood, balancing awkwardly against the sofa arm without his crutch. They both rose, and Mrs. Arnold stretched out her hands. She brushed small, flickering fingers over the top of the box, then folded it against her breast as if it were a babe. Eventually she pried open the lid and peered inside. Both parents seemed to slouch at the same moment, like air leaking out of twin balloons.

“Oh, William,” Mrs. Arnold whispered, beginning to weep. “What a sin. What a sin.” Her husband came around from behind and wrapped his long arms around her, the box held between them.

A promise broken.

They forgot all about Danny, and he didn’t wait for them to remember. He’d heard men cry before. Lots of men. He didn’t need to hear the Arnolds’ grief. He politely excused himself, then headed back outside.

It would be worse at the Mitchells’, he knew. They had already had more than their fair share of loss. They lived the farthest from the Bakers, so when Danny had fallen or hurt himself in some unpredictable way, Mrs. Mitchell had been like a second mother to him. Danny’s mother had done the same for Jimmy. In effect, they had both lost a son that day.

He was nervous about how this visit would go. Would they still think of him as Danny, or would they see him as the one who came home when Jimmy hadn’t? Would they still love him, or would their familiar faces try to mask resentment? He would understand that. How many times had Danny wished he could have replaced Jimmy on that stinking field, taken that bullet himself?

The Arnolds’ front door had been a faded white. The Mitchells’ door was freshly painted as it was every other year, the trim a festive red to match the shutters. Floyd Mitchell would have been sure to do that, come hell or high water. It was Floyd’s message to the world that the Mitchells were doing just fine, thank you very much.

There should have been music coming from within, the sounds of fiddles and singing. Every one of their twelve children had learned fiddle, including Jimmy. But three of them had died of pneumonia and Jimmy’s older brother had drowned five years before the war had even begun. So the Mitchells were down to seven children. The next oldest child was seventeen, and she was a daughter, already married. The one blessing the Mitchells could count on was they wouldn’t have to send anyone else to war in the next little while.

But Jimmy, big, jolly Jimmy, everyone’s best friend, well, he was worth about four.

Danny stood at the door for a long time, lost in panic and grief. His throat felt thick and his hands shook, slick with rain and sweat. God, Jimmy. This should have been you, bringing my stuff to my family. Not me, damn it. You, Jimmy.

He couldn’t knock. He couldn’t see them, talk to them, look at them and not see Jimmy. He’d pushed the memories of his best friend to a safe little spot in the back of his mind, shoving them away every time they tried to pop back out. But Jimmy was front and centre now, grinning at him, joshing him about bein’ chicken. I ain’t chicken. I just can’t, Danny told him.

Danny lowered the sack from his shoulder. He’d leave the box here for them to find. They’d understand.

But the door opened. How she’d known, Danny would never know, but Mrs. Mitchell was there in that moment, peeking through the door. When she saw Danny her face went white, then red, then she started to cry.

“Danny! Danny! Oh, my dear Danny! God has brought ye home to me, love. Oh, how I’ve needed ye here with me, Danny! Come in! Come in!”

She was at least a foot shorter than he, and she’d been rounder before, but she held him tight and they wept together, holding each other up.

“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Mitchell. I’m so sorry. I couldn’t save him. I couldn’t—”

“Danny. Danny. I’ve been awake every night since your letter.” She reached up and swept her hands over his cheeks, drying his tears. “Let me see you. Oh, Danny. I’ve been prayin’ for you to come home. I couldn’t bear it, to lose you both. Come in, love, and sit. Come and warm your bones. I’ve such a yearnin’ to hear your voice, lad. I’ve such a need!”

They went into the sitting room, which was nothing like the Arnolds’, though it too featured a framed photograph of their son in full uniform. Jimmy’s chest was puffed up, his cheeky grin breaking through the serious facade. That’s how Danny wanted to remember him. Not heaving and jerking in Danny’s bloody hands. Not suddenly still, with a tiny black circle cut through the centre of his helmet.

It was somewhat of a relief not to see Mr. Mitchell there as well. Jimmy had resembled his father, joked the same way. Mr. Mitchell had that same bumping laugh. Danny guessed he was probably out in the shed, most likely, thick hands slick with grease.

“Oh, look at yer poor leg, child. Look at t’at. What a sin. What a terrible sin. Does it pain ye? Can I get you somet’ing? Oh, dear, dear Danny.”

Somehow it didn’t bother him when she cooed over him like that, though he couldn’t stand it from his own mother. It was like when he was small, and he took comfort from it. She bustled around him, keeping active, bringing cookies, touching his hair. Jimmy’s had been coal black and straight as straw, but Danny’s was brown, with a slight wave. When she couldn’t think of anything else to do, she sat beside him and tried to hold her hands still in her lap.

“I brought his things,” Danny said, laying the wooden box on her lap, but her hands clenched the soft white folds of her apron, avoiding the box. “The captain gave it to me when I was in the hospital. It’s for you to keep.”

She seemed to shrink. Everything but her eyes. They glowed with such sadness Danny wanted to run, to get away from it. But she needed him.

“You know what, Mrs. Mitchell?” he said. He put his hands over hers, trying to still the tremors—his and hers. “There’s nothing in here that is Jimmy. I mean, sure. There are things, like photographs, notes, they gave us each a Bible, and there’s maybe a lucky coin or something. But the real Jimmy? He’s right there.” He pointed at the photograph. “And he’s in my head.” He put both hands to his ears and pressed hard as emotions swelled inside him, but he was helpless to stop them. “He’s always in my head.” He clenched his teeth, blinking hard. “God, I miss him.”

Mrs. Mitchell placed the box on the chair beside her. This time it was she who reached for Danny’s hands and held on tight.

“He’s in mine too, Danny. I’ve been missing him and crying over him until I wonder there’s a tear left in me head. But I t’ank God ye’re here, darling. I’m so glad He sent ye home. When I look at ye, I remember so much laughter, so many times you t’ree caused trouble and made me shake me head wit’ wonder when ye didn’t kill yerselves with some fool game ye played. I see ye floatin’ away in the ol’ bateau, I see ye comin’ in late at night, stinkin’ o’ fish. An’ I see ye all dressed up in your fancy uniforms, all t’ree of ye when you were wit’ Fred. But t’at’s as far as I go.” She squeezed his hands again. “We’ve a job to do now, Danny, you an’ me. We’ve a need to make new memories. I’ll watch ye grow up an’ I’ll wish he was wit’ ye. I’ll watch ye become a good husband an’ father, an’ I’ll wish I could hold my own wee grandchildren on my knee. But first of all, I’ll t’ank God every day that ye came home. Every single day.”

She leaned forward and kissed his tear-soaked cheek.

“I miss him so much,” he whispered.

“As ye should, darlin’. He would’ve missed ye just as much. He loved ye well, my lad.” Her voice was soft. Tender. “He loved ye well.”

A while later, Mr. Mitchell came into the room. He still wore a smile reminiscent of his son’s, but it was subdued in comparison. The twinkle in his eyes had faded since Danny’d last seen him, but when Mr. Mitchell’s eyes met those of his wife, it sparked back.

“Danny, me boy,” he said. Danny stood and reached for a handshake just as Mr. Mitchell stepped back in surprise. “Jaysus, Mary, and Joseph, Danny. Where’d you leave your leg, man?”

“France, sir,” Danny said.

Mr. Mitchell’s eyes softened. He stepped closer and hugged Danny tightly against him, then he spoke into Danny’s ear.

“We left a lot of t’ings in France, didn’t we? Terrible trial for us all, t’at war. A terrible, terrible trial. Ah well. We’ll be fine, though, given time. It’s the turning of the tide, son. Nothin’ to be done about it now.” He hesitated a moment, and Danny knew the pain he was trying to bite back. Knew it so well. “But oh, we’re that glad to see ye back, my lad. Welcome home.”
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In the muted hour before daylight, Danny sat at the kitchen table by the oil lamp, a steaming cup of tea warming the palms of his hands. How strange that everything around him was exactly the same as it had been and he was so entirely different. Same creaking board on the floor, same rust stain by the window latch, even the same melody humming through his mother’s lips as she worked around the kitchen. He was the only stranger here.

He stared into the teacup, losing himself in the soft white swirls as they rose from the heat, condensed on his chin. Now that the brutal shock of being back at home was easing, gentler thoughts had begun to surface. Hints of hope blinking through the clouds. He let himself remember the twinkle of pretty eyes. Audrey. He’d lost his best friends, his leg, and any innocence he might have had as a boy, but he’d found Audrey. She had become the one fixed thing in his life, the buoy he clung to when the blackness of memories lapped at him, threatened to swallow him whole. He loved her—or at least he assumed it was love, since she’d become the most important thing to him. Sometimes he felt slightly guilty when he thought about her. Had God—or whatever it was his father preached about at that pulpit—given her to Danny in exchange for what he’d lost?

It was five a.m., and his father, Johnny, and Thomas were out on the Atlantic, bringing in their catch. All but Danny. He could almost hear their conversations in his head, the hollow voices bouncing off the water as they toiled and teased, the simple, companionable way of men working hard. He envied his brothers the cold slice of the wind against their faces, the rise and fall of the deep swells, the occasional humps of whales gliding by in the summer months. He missed being one of the voices dropping into the fog.

Now he stayed home with his mother, along with the younger children. The little ones were all still asleep, oblivious to what would someday be their responsibility, but his mother clanged around in the kitchen, clearing up, getting the next meal ready to go. There was always something for her to do. She was a strong woman. He’d never once seen her look weak. No, that wasn’t true. He’d seen it twice: when he’d headed off to war, and when he’d returned.

“How’s your tea, Danny? Shall I top it up for you?”

He held up his empty cup. “Thanks.”

She took it and filled it, then brought her own over and sat across the table from him. Mother and son eyed each other nervously, then she dove in.

“How are you feeling, Danny?”

“I’m all right.”

“Do you want to talk about anything that happened over there?”

He frowned, his defensive wall rising automatically. “Like what?”

She blinked quickly, and he knew she’d noticed his swift reaction. Of course she had. She knew him so well. Her fingertips tapped against the side of her teacup. “You don’t have to tell me anything that hurts, Danny. I can only imagine what it was like—we’ve read the papers after all—and I don’t particularly want to know how horrible it was. But was there anything that you enjoyed? Anything at all that made you smile out there? Was every moment terrible?”

“No,” he said carefully. “It wasn’t all bad.” He caught himself doing the same thing with his fingers as she was doing, then purposefully set them flat on the table. “I made some good friends over there. Of course most of them died,” he said, raising one eyebrow, “but I hope a few are still alive.”

His mother’s lips drew into a little bow, and she glanced down, drying her hands on the apron covering her lap. “Do they live around here?”

“Yeah. Halifax. There was Tommy Joyce, for one. He was a good guy. Quality. And Mick was my buddy over there. He’s a newspaper man. Always telling stories.”

Her face was heartbreaking. He could see his own pain in her eyes. “I’m glad you had friends,” she said.

“You had to have friends over there. Otherwise you’d lose your mind.” His voice was cold. He hated taking it out on her, but she was there. She had asked.

Her gaze dropped to the tabletop.

“The best part of it was getting mail,” he told her, needing to fill the empty space between them. He was nervous about having this kind of conversation, opening up a raw wound all over again, but a part of him wanted to tell his mother everything, let it all spill onto the table so she could clean it up as she always did. “When you sent packages it was a terrific surprise, and hearing the news made such a difference to me over there.”

“I told your aunts and uncles to write to you. And Johnny did too, didn’t he?”

“They all did. I really don’t know what I would have done without those letters. It was some lonely out there. Oh, and…” He eyed his mother, teasing, daring her to ask.

“What?”

“Someone else wrote me letters.”

“Oh? Who was that?”

“Her name’s Audrey. Audrey Poulin.”

His mother clapped her hands together and beamed at him. “You met a girl! Oh, Danny! I’m so happy for you! Tell me all about her!”

So he did. He explained how the soldiers had stopped to fix her wagon’s broken wheel.

“Rain was coming, so Audrey invited us to sleep in their barn a few miles off. She and I struck up a conversation. Got to know each other pretty well.” Those eyes twinkling for him, the soft pucker of her lips drawing into a smile, then closing again just before he kissed her… “In the morning the battalion had to leave, but she gave me her picture and address, and we started writing. Mom?”

“Mm-hmm?”

He hesitated, imagining Audrey’s face. It had blurred slightly in his memory after so long but still hovered there in spirit. He focused on the brown curls that framed her pale face and the slow blink of her eyes.

“I fell in love with her. She’s the most wonderful girl I’ve ever met. Beautiful and smart and unafraid. There I was in the darkest place on earth, and she was like the sun.” He beamed at his mother. “So I asked her to marry me.”

“Danny!” She leapt from her chair and was around the table before he knew it, her arms wrapped around him, her voice ringing with happiness. “Oh, my boy! My baby’s getting married! So tell me more. Is she Canadian? Is she back here now? When will we meet her?”

He shook his head. “No, she’s not Canadian.” He watched his mother’s reaction closely. “She’s from England.”

She tried valiantly not to react, but he saw the slight twitch of one eyebrow and steeled himself. He’d known this would be a little difficult. Not so much with his own family, but with the others in the area. Around here, everyone married neighbours.

“Well, that’s nice,” she said. He could practically see her planning out how to explain this slight complication to Danny’s father. “And we will all be so happy to meet her. When will she come over?”

“I think in the summer. We need to raise the money for her transport first.”

“We’ll have her here before you know it. Oh, Danny! How wonderful!”

“You’re gonna love her. And she’s gonna love you, too.”

His mother rolled her eyes, primping her hair as if he were a mirror. “Do you really think so? Oh, I’ll have to make sure everything is perfect for her. But then again, she probably won’t even notice what I do. She’ll just be so happy to be with you it won’t matter. Oh, Danny. I’m so happy for you. Your father will be thrilled.”

Daniel Sr., as far as Danny knew, didn’t have an emotional bone in his body. The first week he’d been home, his father had said very little. His mother was trapped between the two men’s stubborn senses of pride, and Danny could see it was hard on her. She gave her husband nudges, encouraging him to talk with his son, but Daniel Sr. was resistant, and Danny refused to make it easy on him. He was tired of the way his father turned away whenever he limped into the room. He was tired of hearing his father ask Danny’s brothers to do chores Danny used to do. He was tired of the silent scorn.

A couple of weeks after Danny got home, Daniel Sr. finally broached the subject. He had started to build a dinghy, so Danny took it over, deciding he could at least do that, figured maybe he’d feel a little more normal if he was being useful in some way. His father came down to help Danny get organized, and it was slow work, since Danny couldn’t lift what he used to lift. He was strong enough, just didn’t have the balance for it. But he was going to finish what his father had started, no matter how long it took. He always did. When they were done getting ready, they sat on a couple of stools and discovered Danny’s mother had brought them each a lemonade. She’d set it on a table between them.

“That hits the spot,” Danny said. He set down his glass and glanced around, wanting a smoke to go with his drink. The tobacco can sat on the grass by his father’s feet, so Danny leaned forward to grab a pinch, then he drizzled it down the centre of a small white paper he pulled from his pocket. He licked the edge and twisted the ends closed.

“Mm-hmm. Sure does,” his father replied, looking anywhere but at his son.

Daniel Sr. had never been a talkative man. He preferred to give sermons and turn away from unpleasant things. Like his crippled son. Danny let his father sit in the awkward quiet. He didn’t offer anything.

The older man finally spoke while Danny lit the cigarette. “So, son. How are you finding being at home?”

Danny took a deep drag from the cigarette and a breeze wafted by, stirring the sparks from the tip. “I like being here just fine, sir.”

The pause was uncomfortable again, but Danny said nothing. It had taken his father a long time to work up to this. Too long, damn it. The old man hadn’t gone to war. He could suffer a bit.

“I imagine it’s much different from how you’ve been living the past couple of years.”

Danny nodded, his mind automatically going to the hungry, sucking trench mud that had swallowed his feet. Both feet. How he’d look down and see nothing below his thighs but sludge. He could still feel the frozen weights connected to those legs, hidden under that filth, and he wondered vaguely what had happened to the one he’d lost. They’d probably left it to rot in the mud. The thick, bloody mud that tripped men, holding them down until they drowned in it. After all, what difference did one man’s leg make?

“Are you glad to be back?”

The man had no idea what Danny had seen, what he’d done. He had no images in his mind of death, blood, fire, screaming. All he saw was his son, who’d come home before a lot of other soldiers had.

When Danny spoke, his voice was shrapnel sharp. “You know I would have stayed if I wasn’t hurt, right? You know I didn’t just come running back with my tail between my legs. Or… pardon me. Behind my leg.”

Daniel Sr. met his son’s eyes, and the two men stared at each other until something in his father’s expression collapsed. His whole body seemed to sag just a little, and tears shone in his eyes like sunlight off the sea. Danny had never seen his father like that. He looked much older than his forty-odd years.

“Is that what you thought, Danny?” His voice was almost a whisper.

It was too late for Danny to backtrack now. He’d said it, the words were out there, and goddammit, he’d meant them. “Doesn’t matter. I’m back. I’ll be just fine now.”

His dad hung his head and pressed swollen fingers to his face. Hauling nets and battling the sea for so long had invited arthritis into the man’s hands and knees; Danny’s own hands often felt stiff from the beginnings of the same affliction. When Daniel Sr. looked up a moment later, the familiar posture had resumed, his head held a little straighter, shoulders back. Danny sat up taller without even thinking about it. For just a moment, the men’s eyes locked, and Danny was sure his father saw right through him. Then the older man blinked, and the contact returned to normal.

“I believe that, son,” Daniel Sr. said, showing no emotion at all. “You’re strong. Always have been. You’ll be just fine now,” he repeated.
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Audrey hadn’t seen many soldiers up close before. Not back here, in this quiet piece of land that never did anything. She’d seen the battalions from a distance, even heard explosions when the wind blew the right way. When she spotted a dozen or so men marching along the road, she knew they were headed off to war, just like Laurent, her cousin. Just like him, they marched with their backs straight, heads held high, their minds and hearts full of blind courage. And just like him they were unconcerned, apparently, with family left behind. Just like Laurent, very few of them, she expected, would ever come marching back.

She leaned over the broken wheel of her wagon and feigned interest in it, taking the opportunity to study these new men out of the corner of her eye as they drew near. Of course they would stop. What man wouldn’t stop to help a woman in need? Then again, they were marching with purpose. Maybe they weren’t allowed…

The officer up front gave her a little bow. “Bonjour! Est-ce que nous—”

It was painful, listening to him stumble through the language. She smiled gently. “I can speak English, monsieur, if it would be easier.”

He beamed at her. “Well, that’s great. For both of us. Now, may I offer some assistance?”

English. Such a relief to hear English spoken again after all this time. It wasn’t English English, but at least the words were the same. Audrey glanced at her grandmère, who looked quickly away, hiding inside the folds of her black shawl. Céleste Poulin was from the old world, and she didn’t trust anyone. Especially these days. Audrey took a deep breath. After living such a secluded life for the past ten years, she had to summon the courage to actually speak to a stranger. But she had no choice. She stepped forward, clenching her thick green skirt for reassurance.

“We would be most obliged, sir. My grandmère and I, we were coming from town and hit a bump.” She gestured toward the wagon, hitched to their tired grey mare. The nag’s sorry head drooped in the shadow of a tree, and Audrey felt strangely mortified by its ragged appearance. “The wheel came off.”

She was distracted by the movements of two soldiers behind the officer. One was grinning directly at her, waggling his eyebrows with suggestion. Another was staring at her as well, but his expression was less aggressive. He appeared to be making an attempt to shut the other fellow up. Audrey smoothed down her skirt, feeling flustered. The second man was uncommonly handsome, an oddity in these parts—in her life, actually.

“Oh! Well,” the officer said, giving a gallant bow, “we’d be happy to help.” He turned toward the men. “Baker! Joyce! MacDonald!” he called.

The second soldier, the one she couldn’t seem to peel her eyes from, set his cap on straight, then trotted toward the wagon with two others beside him. It appeared none of the men were strangers to fixing simple mechanical problems like this, so Audrey stood back to admire their handiwork. One went to retrieve the wheel, lying on its side on the road, while the other two leaned down and assessed the situation.

“Thank you so much, sirs,” Audrey said.

The handsome soldier pushed his cap back and looked up at her, and in her mind she reached for her artist’s palette. His eyes were the deepest shade of blue, a vivid, lush blue that made something in Audrey’s chest take flight.

For a moment she forgot where she was, and her imaginary brush swirled a handful of crushed blue wildflowers and vinegar together, then she thickened the dye with yolk. She’d add in just enough charcoal, since she saw deep water, not flowers in the soldier’s eyes. Mr. Black—Richard to her mother—had taught her that, how she must see the colour she wanted first, then study what she had already before adding a sprinkle of darkness or light. Never too much at once. The first time she’d made blue with Richard Black, she’d been small, maybe six. His big, stained hands had closed over hers like weathered gloves, showing her how to use a pestle and mortar, helping her make dust from ashes, then magically turn her dye from sky in the morning to sky at night. She’d watched the colour transform as she stirred, then she’d looked up at him in wonder, seeing the same colour reflected in his eyes. It always fascinated her that his last name was Black when everything she saw in him was vivid, breathing colour.

At night Audrey curled up between her mother and Richard, safe and loved, listening to him sing some old song to her.


“D’ye ken John Peel with his coat so gay?

D’ye ken John Peel at the break of day?

D’ye ken John Peel when he’s far far away with his hounds and his horn in the morning?”



Then his big hand would move to her mother’s cheek, those blue eyes would hold her mother’s. “Ma chèrie, Pascale,” he’d say softly to her, but she’d shake her head.

“Only English, Richard,” Pascale said, gesturing toward Audrey. “Teach us English.”

The soft lines of his face would ease even further, then he’d quietly sing,


“Oh, promise me that someday you and I

Will take our love together to some sky

Where we may be alone and faith renew,

And find the hollows where those flowers grew,

Those first sweet violets of early spring,

Which come in whispers, thrill us both, and sing

Of love unspeakable that is to be;

Oh, promise me! Oh, promise me!”



Then, one day, Richard was gone. At first Audrey had been confident they’d see him again, that he’d simply gone off seeking the solitude Audrey herself needed at times. But his blue, blue eyes, his unkempt black hair and matching beard never returned. Eventually another man came and took Pascale’s hand, stepped into the place where Richard’s shoes had been. And another after him. Pascale was never without a partner for long, but Richard was the only one who stayed with Audrey. The sadness that came to her mother’s eyes every time Audrey asked about Richard made it too painful to press her further, but the question had never gone away. Is he my father? Is he the reason I see colours and lines and shading everywhere I look?

“Baker,” one of the soldiers grunted, rolling the heavy wooden wheel ahead of him. Audrey’s thoughts went back to the men on the road. “Eyes in your head, man.”

The man at whom she’d been staring earlier jerked his gaze away, and she was delighted to see a warm flush rise up his neck and into his cheeks. He muttered something to the other soldier, who chuckled, but something about his tone assured her that it wasn’t rudely meant.

With a groan, the men heaved up the axle. Two more came to help, squatting under the wagon and pushing up with their shoulders. They were strong men, but the sun was hot and they were sweating by the time the wheel was on. As they stood to go, the sunlight blinked out, blocked by a storm cloud, and a sudden gust flipped up the men’s woolen coattails. Rain was on its way, and from the glower of the clouds, it didn’t plan on settling into a mild shower.
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