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			No life worth living is entirely clean and simple. 

			No character worth knowing is, either. 

			 

			You’ll find plenty of them in our story.

			 

			People living their lives.
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			www.ErleEnson.com

			 

		

	
		
			 

			For Kim. 

			My co-pilot in everything.

			 

			And for our boys Andrew and Dan.

			Like finding treasure.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			PART ONE

ONE | September 1915

			Enderby, Manitoba

			(Irwin: 12 years old)

			 

			 

			THE WORLD – BIGGER THAN Irwin ever imagined – was all horizon from his turbulent perch above the dusty little prairie town. For a moment his chest swelled at the spectacle of it, despite dread flopping around in his gut. He wasn’t here for the inspiring view. Seventy feet stretched a mile to the ground. Maybe he wouldn’t jump after all.

			Never in his whole long life had the twelve-year-old been up so high. The grain elevator, an incomplete skin of fir cribbing wrapped around post-and-beam bones, was already the most imposing structure in Enderby. It made him puny and gigantic at the same time.

			The small giant worried he might wet his pants. Excitement, maybe. Fear, most assuredly. 

			Legs willowing under him, he braved the edge of the cupola platform in the unclad headhouse and resolved his concern, piddling a thin rain that beaded away in a gust without even reaching the ground.

			If he opened his arms, the buffeting air might just carry him away to soar like a red-tailed hawk over Main Street and out onto the vast Manitoba prairie.

			It was a stupid thought. He rebuttoned his dungarees. Monty would shoot him down with buckshot before he got to Paxton’s store.

			Two hundred feet away, a few kids still muddled around outside the one-room schoolhouse. Irwin had bolted the instant Miss Jones released them, but Clarence Veitch was only now leading his horse from the stable, his little sisters waiting at the gate like a trio of birch stumps in matching grey dresses and bleached pinnies. Susan VanDer Klerg emerged from the outhouse – a rosy peach of a girl, with a bosom now. She spent a lot of time in there these days.

			He’d dusted things up with Clarence that morning – over Susan’s affections, naturally – and they got their paws strapped. In his ass pocket, Irwin had a note for his parents, and his hands were still so sore from the belt he’d barely made it up the elevator’s rough-cut ladder.

			The climb was worth the pain. The Canadian Pacific rails shot to the horizon in both directions, cutting through the mottled patchwork of cultivation and wildlands. He followed the line west beyond the tiny unpainted shapes on Prairieview Road that were his own home, over the islands of trees floating on a rolling sea, to Camp Hughes, which Dad said was a substantial military tent city out on the raw prairie. A don’t-go-there place. Like the elevator.

			To the east, beyond the sawmill and Smitty’s Pond, hazed bumps hinting at buildings hugged the earth as if pressed down by the weight of the endless sky.  

			Carberry. Lots of people way over there. 

			He found a remnant of a carpenter’s pencil beside his boot. 

			“Irwin Rawson,” his swollen hand scrawled across the post beside him. “Giant. 1915.”

			It would be there forever, and the thought was awesome in its possibilities. The things this post would see, up here in the sky. Steam engines and horses and wagons for a hundred more years, suns and moons, storms and droughts, generations of mothers and daughters, dads and sons and fathers.

			Maybe it would be the last thing he ever wrote. He held out his arm and dropped the bit of pencil. It pitched and yawed as the wind pushed it out and away. One large step and he’d be a broken egg down there. Splattered on the stacks of wood. 

			Then the ugly thing Mother spoke of wouldn't matter. It wouldn't matter that Dad might leave them, or that he was the reason. It wouldn’t matter if he was sent upstairs as punishment for fighting, made to practice arithmetic until numbers were just Tinker Toy pieces he could assemble in his head then spill out as sums.

			He didn’t jump. He didn’t hold out his arms and fly. He slowly climbed down and headed for home, knowing when he handed over the note his old man would put him in the attic again.

			 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			 

			IRWIN TRUDGED ALONG RUTTED Prairieview Road, kicking green shrapnel from fibrous balls of horse turd when he found them. Near the road’s end sat the Rawson house girded by a wooden granary, storage hut and privy, none of which seemed very grand even beside the modest, unpainted farmhouse. 
 
			Pride of place was reserved for the barn with its grandly sloped tin roof bright in the sun. This was the capital of Irwin’s little dominion of one, home to his black lab Happy, horses Sally O, Boris, Patches and Charlie, and Mabel the Guernsey. And some rats if Happy wasn’t doing his job. Corrugated sheets flowed like a protective wing over the coop his father had added to shelter the chickens. All was quiet. The place seemed at rest after an eventful day.

			Mother must have gone to a neighbour’s, as the house was empty. She often visited when people fell ill, or when she’d been arguing with Dad as they had last night. 

			An apple pie cooled on the hewn-oak counter and split-pea soup idled at the back of the range, the air thick with the salty rich savour of it. He went out and fed the hens, pumped water for the stock trough, and filled the kitchen wood box. Then he waited outside, the argument he’d heard last night and the message from Miss Jones heavy as anvils in his mind. 

			Happy came to keep him company on the porch, then bounded to the road to yell dog-swears at a passing train. When Dad came in from the fields, the teacher’s note was not well received.

    “You’re a trashy little brawler.” He cuffed the back of Irwin’s head. Dad didn't usually hit hard, but he got his point across. “Upstairs. No supper for you.”

			Another night in prison. Starving to death.

			He moved into the house as quickly as he could without running, climbing the stairs two at a time to the open-raftered attic. 

			A book of arithmetic lessons was on the table. It was always there, waiting for him to come up.

			“I’ll see the next chapter completed by morning,” Dad called after him. “And don’t write on the pages... use the damned pad of paper for your answers!”

			 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			 

			HE CLOSED THE ATTIC DOOR and lit the lamp, breaking two matches in the process. His hands shook, not so much from his anger at being up here again as with worry Dad would leave. That’s what his parents had been fighting about last night, and it left him unmoored.

			He’d been in bed and heard them through the pine-plank wall – that’s how loud they were. Dad said to Mother, “We survive, but that’s all it is. I’ve never been happy. I don’t know why I stay.”

			“For the farm. For our son,” Mother replied.

			“That chestnut again. Don’t remind me. He’s your son, not mine.” 

			Irwin’s heart lurched. Maybe he’d heard wrong. He didn’t know what had heated them up, like pots about to boil over. He was still trying to piece things together when Mother said, “You may not be his father but you’re his dad and he loves you!”

			“It might never be enough,” Dad said. 

			“It has to be. Neither of us can undo what happened. We can at least protect him from such an ugly thing. Either accept that or leave – those are your choices. Always were.”

			Irwin’s thoughts rang with this. He didn’t want to be a bastard. That’s what kids call children without fathers, he believed.

			Irwin the bastard. The one thing worse than a son of a bitch. 

			He’d gone to school in the morning pondering it and left after dismissal intending to leap off the top of the new grain elevator. A grand protest of an ugly thing he couldn’t untangle. He’d leave before Dad could. Sometimes, you have to go the extra mile to show grown-ups how badly you hurt. 

			But all he’d done was pee over the side and leave his name on a post. He existed. Who his father was, if it wasn’t Dad, made no difference to him. 

			That wasn’t the truth. It mattered like breathing mattered. 

			Now, sitting at his table in the attic, Irwin opened Grampa’s ragged 1898 Pears’ Shilling Cyclopedia, its spine cracked and pages tinged yellow. It didn’t say what a bastard was. But it said “Bastardy” is being illegitimate. When he looked up the word illegitimate, Irwin decided that, indeed, he was Bastardy if not a full-on one.

			It didn’t make him feel any better. 

			Until last night, he thought his life was near-on perfect. 

			Minus the attic. 

			Like most families in the Enderby district, they didn’t have money or fancy things, but the table always had something even now that the war made so many things too dear. Mother was a good cook – she could find a meal for three in a morsel of beef, gussied up with potatoes and onions. He didn’t want for much.

			But the words they’d said in the night made him want. They put a gnawing need in him, an infestation of doubt and questioning.

			He was alone with this. Nobody to confide in or inform him with certainty what the ugly thing might be. 

			He pushed it all down, as if he had pockets inside for such things. Places to squirrel away thoughts that hurt if handled too much. Not gone. Saved for later.

			Irwin sharpened his pencil using his old steel pocketknife, the one he’d found outside the school’s stable in Grade Two, flicking the curled shavings to the floor and rebelliously pushing them against the wall with his feet.

			The day was ending outside. Through the window and beyond the scrubby willows and wild plum trees lining Mill Creek, the skeletal peak of the new elevator in Enderby was a faint candle in the last wash of sunlight. Beneath it were the churches. 

			Those lesser spires should have been taller than the elevator. But then, being pious didn’t seem to matter much unless you were in church. That’s why dads were allowed to smack their boys, mothers had things they couldn’t undo or tell about, and grain was lifted higher than God almighty. 

			 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			 

			IRWIN PRETENDED TO BE ASLEEP in his bed downstairs when Mother came home in the dark, hours later. Through the bedroom door, slightly ajar, he heard Dad challenge her, demanding to know where she’d been.

			“At the Patterson farm,” she said.

			“Doing what?”

			“Marie has an infection in her… a woman’s trouble. Penny Paxton told me about it yesterday and I went to check on Marie’s condition. I took garlic. It fixes so many things, even that if applied appropriately. She’s alone most of the time up there, with the children in school and Gavin off in France.”

			“It’s miles away. You went on foot. You’re impractical.”

			“I used the time well,” she said. “It calmed me. I haven’t been able to think since last night. You unnerve me so.”

			Irwin lost interest about the moment she’d mentioned a woman’s infection, and feigning sleep became the real thing. He roused when Mother slipped into his bedroom to deliver a bowl of split-pea soup, thick buttered bread and a glass of milk. 

			“Don’t tell your father,” she whispered, setting the food on his dresser. “If you’re quiet later, there’s a big slice of apple pie in the icebox for you, too. Good night, my boy.”

			She’d been crying. Little traces of pink on her cheeks told him all he needed to know. Mom and Dad were falling apart. Only a few minutes after she closed the door behind her, through the plank wall he heard last night’s conversation reignite in their bedroom. He ate awkwardly on his bed, one hand holding the bowl, the other spooning soup to his mouth while an ear was pressed against the rough pine. 

			Their heated words, reduced to low notes by the wood barrier, brought no greater clarity than they had previously. Dad groused about a nameless man who had done him wrong long ago. And Mother once again told him he could stay or go, but she hoped he’d stay.

			Dad thumped the wall, his voice booming, filled with such anger Irwin feared there’d be violence, and he could not live with that. He crept from his room, taking his empty bowl and glass to the kitchen and returned to bed with the hatchet from the kindling box. He’d use it if Dad hit her. In his bed, immersed in pitch black, Irwin pulled the blanket over the small axe, then all the way up around his ears. 

			Mother and Dad fell silent at last, and he slept. 

			He woke in the dark to the sound of their bedroom door opening and feet moving through the great room. The front door groaned on its hinges then closed. There was the distant alarm of Happy’s bark, muffled from inside the barn, then the creak of saddle leather as Sally O moved out of the farmyard onto Prairieview Road.

			Dad returned in the wee hours. There were quiet sounds of reconciliation between his parents, then nothing more.

			He slept late, having tossed around most of the night. Returning the mercifully unused hatchet to the box, he devoured his big slice of apple pie and went out to the privy shortly after seven. In the eastern sky a pillar of smoke lifted in the still air. Far off. The other side of Enderby. 

			He finished his chores, milking Mabel and putting her and the horses out to pasture for the day. Dad was in the kitchen when he returned with the milk pail. 

			Irwin said nothing about what he’d heard in the night. He was just thankful Dad hadn’t taken up Mother’s invitation to leave for good. Must have settled his mind. 

			Not Irwin’s though. It roiled him still, would ride high in his thoughts until he understood, but a night churning in and out of sleep dulled the worst of his distress. Now he could almost imagine he’d dreamed it. Almost.

			“Let’s not disturb your mother,” Dad cautioned. “She had a rough night. Not a lot of sleep.”

			“Sure,” Irwin said, hoisting the pail to the counter, careful not to slosh it around and draw out Dad’s temper.

			“You need breakfast,” Dad said. “Want me to make you eggs?”

			“I’ll be okay,” Irwin told him. “Be late if I don’t get going.” He grabbed two Imperial Keeper apples – one for breakfast, one for lunch – and walked the mile east along Prairieview Road to school. 

			The schoolyard was a din of chatter about the fire. The sawmill’s little office had ignited during the night and the mill’s fire team arrived too late to save it. 

			After school, the older boys went to ogle the carnage out on the Carberry Road. Irwin tagged along at the back of the pack. The office where people paid for their lumber was a jumble of charred boards, roof collapsed into it. Warped corrugated tin jutted from the mess, a scorched sculpture mimicking something Irwin had seen in Harper’s Bazar at the Carberry beauty shop with his mother.

			“Not much to look at,” Teddy Patterson, who was in Grade Nine, observed beside him. “That shack isn’t much bigger than our chicken coop.”

			“Yeah,” Irwin agreed. “Not much at all.”

			“Still, it’s gonna put the whole operation out of action for a few days, I bet,” Teddy said. “That’s where they keep all the business books. I figure cash, order sheets, customer records and everything else burned up in there.”

			“Probably the stove started it,” Teddy’s younger brother Neil surmised. “Stovepipe fire. Pretty common.”

			The throng of boys turned for town and walked the quarter mile into Enderby unimpressed by the spectacle of the day. Irwin peeled away from the dusty little troop as they passed the train station. 

			The passenger service would come through soon, and he wanted to be there for it.

		

	
		
			TWO | September 1915

			Toronto, Ontario

			(Ethel: 17 years old)

			 

			 

			ETHEL HAYTON WAS EXHILARATED. Expecting! 

			Her visitor had come a week after the wedding, but not since. She was certain at last, based on her occasional swooning and queasiness and the pencil-marked calendar pinned inside her closet door, that it was not all in her mind. 

			It was exciting and mortifying all at once. She didn’t know if Roger would share her enthusiasm for starting a family, and strategically chose to present the delicate matter of her little bun in the oven before he departed for the plant on an otherwise dull Saturday morning. 

			Ethel spent extra time in the second floor’s shared bathroom down the corridor, rising well before Roger or the neighbours to make herself especially pretty for him, wishing to feel entirely grown up for the occasion. She chose a simple powder-blue shirtwaist and cream linen skirt with a wide, dark sash that accentuated a trim figure, knowing her still-waspish waist would soon waste and widen. 

			Forbidden in school, in her old bedroom on Gervais Avenue she’d practiced the application of liner, burnt cork and rouge until she looked like a painted woman, then scaled it back to a more demure, respectable effect. This morning, she applied only the barest rumour of colour, enough to ward off the bleariness of the hour. Floral-scented Ponds perfume dabbed at her neck, a little clay slip and pearling talc on her skin, lips touched up from a pot of ruddy red for the lightly bitten look the magazines recommended. 

			Her hair, a toffee hue some might deem honey by day and mousy in poor light, was a neatly swept coronet, pinned at the back. She’d been tempted to cut it to her shoulders a week ago in a fit of modernization but resisted the trend. Instead, she’d merely streaked it with the same tone-lightening lemon juice she used on what Roger once, in a rare but pulse-quickening compliment, called her “alabaster doll’s face.” 

			Roger came out of the bedroom in grey wool trousers and chambray shirt. He normally wore his black duck overalls, but perhaps today he had meetings with the patternmakers or his father. Roger seemed surly and she didn’t question him about it, though she was disappointed her efforts to look nice for him went unacknowledged. 

			If he welcomed the happy prospect, he would head off pleased and full of news to share with his father and coworkers. And if he was displeased, he still had to leave and she would have the rest of the day to consider ways to win over his sensibilities. 

			She was not yet eighteen. Roger was twenty, dark brown hair, seizing brown eyes, a popular and handsome young man who enjoyed his liquor but got up every morning, shook out the cobwebs and went to work. His father’s machine shop employed several dozen men but had, in the main, been a break-even prospect for years. The war effort was turning things around, though Roger’s salary was still paltry. That barely mattered to him, as he was determined to volunteer for the Canadian Expeditionary Force and head to Europe. 

			Ethel was grateful that, so far at least, Mr. Hayton had forbidden it – pointing out that Roger now had a wife to take care of, and further proclaiming that his only son was “more valuable making parts for over there than being blown apart over there.”

			She had lately tried to convince herself that becoming parents would kindle something more substantial between them – a duty, perhaps even a shared mission that would spark their marriage into something it clearly was not yet.

			But Roger was incapable of such depth. The happy family just wasn’t going to happen. This became abundantly clear the moment she shared the news.

			“You’re bloody stupid!” he hissed. “This is the last thing I need!”  

			Always his need. Never hers. Roger’s reaction was shattering, but she stared at him defiantly. Their cramped second-floor apartment, this tiny living room, felt too small to contain them both. She wanted to back away but her feet wouldn’t move. 

			He stepped closer, menacing. “What are you going to do about it?” he demanded.

			“Nothing!” Ethel declared. “What on Earth are you trying to say?” But she knew exactly what he meant.

			“Not trying, deary. I’m telling you to get rid of it!” Roger’s face was contorted. She understood this was going to flare into something much worse if she didn’t rein herself in.

			“What kind of animal are you?” she lashed back, casting off her misgivings. “It’s our baby! You don’t just get rid of a baby!”

			Roger’s fingers clamped her shoulders. “Have you lost your mind? If you think I’m going to be pinned down like this, you’re insane. It’s not happening!”

			“Don’t shout at me – I’m not a child!” This in a voice larger than she was. He shook her roughly, and instead of pushing him away her hands went to her belly, protectively. 

			“I’ll knock some sense into you!” 

			He slapped her. She reeled from the strike. 

			“Stop it!” Her cheek burned like a pot-scald. He clubbed her with a fist, sending her to the floor. 

			The thrashing was brief but intense. Folding in on herself, withdrawing, she went prone and absorbed his blows until he was spent. When he stopped, he collapsed into the lone armchair, chest heaving. 

			Neither spoke. She crawled from the room, entire body hot from the abuse. In the hall, wincing at the effort of slipping on shoes, Ethel palmed hands up the wall to right herself then took her heavy wool coat from its hook and left the apartment.

			But Roger was not quite done. Hearing the door open, he scrambled from the living room and caught her in the doorway, taking a thick rope of her hair in one hand, the other at her throat. He stood behind her as they reached the stairway above the building’s vestibule and growled into her ear, “You think you’re leaving? Well, this is how it ends.” 

			And with that ringing in her mind, Ethel sailed out over the stairs, hit the wooden treads half-way down and tumbled to the bottom landing.

			She couldn’t breathe for a terrifying moment. Like a slapped newborn, she gasped and sucked in a lungful of air, then slowly unfurled her legs and used the pine newel post to haul herself upright. 

			She could stand. Everything hurt but the thick coat protected her from more serious injury. 

			She looked up the stairs. Roger was not there.

			 Ethel pulled open the front door and ventured out into the chill air, her future as grey and unknown as the day around her.

			 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			 

			THE GENERAL POST OFFICE LADIES’ ROOM was not the place to lose a baby, but it had been the only sanctuary she could find when the first wave of cramps swept through her. 

			Weary from walking for so long through the bleak morning, she’d found herself on Adelaide Street, though it was busier, and she was trying to take side-streets to avoid Roger or anyone he might recruit to search for her.  

			When the pain started, she knew what was happening, had been praying it wouldn’t, and it broke her heart that she could do nothing to stop it. 

			She couldn’t return home. Too far, there wasn’t time, and it was no longer safe for her there. So, she hurried into the hulking limestone Post Office and endured the ordeal alone in a panelled lavatory stall.

			Once the bleeding and cramps slowed, she forced herself to move, pulling her mind away from the turbulence washing about her, concentrating only on what came next. Confronting an entirely changed world. 

			It frightened her that Roger might be searching the city by now, ferreting through the streets with his jaw set and legs pumping, determined to finish what he had started. 

			She steeled herself. Back straight and shoulders square though every part of her was sore and damaged. She stepped out of the Post Office and glanced quickly along the street before numbly entering the bleak afternoon. A squall of rain blustered up from the lake, lead pellets bouncing against the pavement in a hissing barrage that dulled her senses. It abated almost as quickly as it had arrived, leaving her damp and cold, pulling her coat collar tight to her neck. 

			She walked slowly, far weaker than her expression, heading for Gervais Avenue and what she prayed would be safe shelter with her brother.

			 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			 

			SHE PRESSED WESTWARD ON Adelaide Street, moving numbly block after block past grandiose facades of stone-footed banks and less inspired shops of red brick and plate glass, her reflection a peeking companion beside her, to where her only possible refuge might be. 

			Her tired mind wandered. When she was a little girl, she loved playing in the rain. She didn’t remember any grey days like this. Just happy wet days puddling around in the small park near the town house. Her brother and guardian Peter calling her to the door, scolding. He wasn’t her father, she told him. And just as well, he answered, pulling her by the hand through the doorway into that comfortable, warm and dry home. 

			She had begun seeing Roger surreptitiously six months ago, after first meeting him at the Big Nickel Theatre on Yonge Street. Peter would have been apoplectic had he ever caught her sneaking out alone to be with a boy. But he and Caroline had never missed her for a couple of hours in the evening – they were quite preoccupied by their young sons. As long as they believed she was up in her room quietly behaving herself, they barely paid Ethel a moment’s consideration.

			As Ethel was a minor, Peter begrudgingly consented to the marriage once it became known the couple had such aspirations. Roger Hayton was, after all, the son of a well-established industrial leader in Toronto. Roger’s father was determined to keep his son from volunteering for service. She could work with that. Despite knowing she was capable of delusion when it came to love, Ethel believed she could anchor Roger in place. 

			Still, neither Peter nor Roger’s parents chose to be party to what they considered an elopement – no posting of banns, no church wedding, no pomp nor circumstance. 

			“An ill-considered rush to matrimony,” Peter called it.

			On a sunny June afternoon just a week after her treacly sweet graduation from Preston Preparatory School, Ethel tied the knot with Roger in a simple ceremony presided over by a Justice of the Peace.

			Two of Roger’s friends, both home from training at Camp Niagara before shipping to England, served as witnesses, standing straight but smirking and elbowing each other through the brief nuptials. She had done it not so much for love as for freedom – her brother’s oversight was sometimes suffocating. And though she could not claim a blissful first three months of wedlock, it had been comfortably domestic until now.


			Ever the will-o-the-wisp and always on the lookout for a good deal, Roger had married Ethel because she assured him it was the only way he would ever get, euphemistically, “what he wanted.” Simple as that. 

			In exchange for a husband, Ethel promised to be there for him at the end of a long day, or (more likely in her mind) a night at the pub with the boys. They did indeed take comfort in one another at times. But even from the first days of their marriage he had expressed his resentment at being “held down and held back” by a pretty but entirely uninspiring wife.

			Get to Peter. A singular task before her. If anyone could help her now, it was Peter. She drew a deep breath and felt better for it, then rounded the corner at Gervais Avenue.

			A shop’s outdoor clock clanged its one o’clock remark through a steady sizzle of rain. Her feet were leaden as she moved up the concrete steps to the doorway of her brother’s town house, praying that he would be home on a Saturday afternoon, beseeching God to provide kindness where lately there had only been scorn. 

			Roger would come here looking. Perhaps he’d been here already. No matter. There was no other place to go. She tried the door, found it locked, then rapped the iron ring to knock with all the urgency her pathetic frame could offer.

			“Peter!” she called and slapped a palm against the frosted pane beside the door.

			At last, a shadow moved behind the window, then Peter was standing in front of her, holding the door open not quite wide enough to let her enter. 

			An unwelcome curdle of panic rushed through her. “Help me.”

			“What in God’s name are you doing here?” he demanded, eyes wide with – what was the look? Shock? Anger? 

			She canted forward and moaned, “He beat me.”

			Peter stopped her with a steadying hand then stepped aside. “Come in. Quickly now.” He studied the street behind her, scanning, then closed the door. His face pinched momentarily. “You’re a bloody mess.”

			“I know.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand, swallowed and nearly choked on her words. “He just kept hitting.”

			Peter offered her a soft look, but any real compassion in it was like vapour, gone as soon as it appeared. His hand moved toward her before he checked the motion, and his fingers instead felt for the watch chain fastened to his vest. 

			Ethel knew him too well. What had happened was far less important to him than what was going to happen if his political ambitions were thwarted by some sordid family scandal. But she couldn’t imagine him turning away from this, once he understood what Roger had done to her. “I told him I’m having a baby,” she said. “I thought it would be welcome news. Instead, he hurled me down the stairs and –”

			“Good Lord, girl!”

			“I... I lost...” She wanted to say “It” but the callousness of that word kept it from her lips. “There’ll be no child.” 

			Her brother simply croaked, “Damn.” His expression dimmed, perhaps self-concern met and for a moment countered by whatever pity he could muster.

			She shook herself out of the heavy, wet coat. “I’m sorry to come to you like this,” she managed to say as he helped her to the settee. She sat, folding the coat across her lap to hide any stain that might show on her skirt.

			“Let me get you a towel,” Peter said and disappeared up the stairs to the bathroom. She sagged into the plush upholstery and waited for him, shivering.

			The parlour around her was filled with comfortable, expensive furniture, much of it once belonging to their parents. She had grown up here and left so foolishly just months ago. Now she felt oddly estranged from these once warm surroundings. 

			A single campaign poster, likely a printer’s proof for Peter’s review, lay on a sideboard. His law firm was thriving, and he was being courted to consider running as the Conservative nominee in the November by-election. A long shot to be sure, but some of the more optimistic newspapers had him selected as the next Member of Parliament. 

			He, Caroline and their young sons made for a lovely sepia-toned family portrait on the poster. “Handley is Our Man,” it proclaimed. The original photograph was displayed over the fireplace here in the parlour.  It showed them together, with Peter smiling proudly behind his lovely, well-kept wife and their boys. It had been taken a few months before she’d left to marry Roger. 

			Such a mistake. 

 
			Peter returned and wrapped a thick towel around her shoulders. “Dry your hair. You’ll catch a horrid chill if you leave it damp.” 

			But a chill was the least of her worries. She tousled her hair as he poured a glass of water from the sideboard then added a finger of whiskey. 

			“Drink this,” he ordered, crossing the room. “It’ll take the edge off.”

			“I can’t,” she protested. “It’ll make me retch.” But Peter insisted, holding the glass to her, his eyes that unrelenting grey overcast that had fixed her in place for years, and she knew there was no sense refusing.

			The mixture, the first alcohol she’d ever consumed, wasn’t what she had expected. It warmed her instantly and within a few moments her tensions began to ease.

			She finished the entire glass and held it out for more.

			“One draught of that should be plenty for a slip of a thing like you,” he said, setting the empty tumbler on the coffee table. “Now, what ever are we going to do with you, baby sister?”

			He exuded reassurance. She felt safe at last, and bone tired. “Can I stay with you and Caroline? For a few days, until I’m well again?”

			Though she’d given it up for love, the town house was still a part of her life. It was, however, undeniably Peter’s, not hers. Unlike Ethel, Peter hadn’t lost everything that mattered when their parents died. He’d been able to profit from it, turning a modest estate into something of a fortune. He would open his home to her again, she was sure.

			“I’m afraid you can’t stay here,” he told her.

			“I have nowhere to go.”

			“And how would that look in the papers?” he asked, seating himself at the far end of the settee. “Don’t you understand my predicament here? This is bloody awkward.”

			“Perhaps,” she allowed.

			He’d been finishing his articles with the law firm when their parents died on the Atlantic crossing in June 1904. They were returning from a European conference where father, a master engineer, had been speaking about novel new forms of concrete construction. She was only six then and could barely comprehend what it meant.

The SS Norge, shipping from Copenhagen to New York, struck Hasselwood Rock in a dense fog. The North Atlantic was cold and indiscriminate. It had taken her parents but had given her young lawyer brother early wealth and a burdensome young sister to care for. 

			He and Caroline had raised Ethel, this wretched thing before him now, for more than a decade. And yes, she had always known the considerable imposition she had been for them. Enough of an imposition that Peter had not hidden his relief in seeing her married off, even at the innocent age of seventeen. 

			What did he owe her now, anyway? He’d already done more than enough, providing a warm home and security, paying exorbitant tuition to enroll her at the young women’s preparatory school, giving her the best of an education. And if she hadn’t married Roger, at this very moment she might have been taking classes at the university. 


			But for Roger, that is. 

			For a moment, she allowed these self-indulgent thoughts, but they fell away when she put a hand to her tender cheek and felt the latent heat of Roger’s fury in her skin.

			“You wouldn’t send me out there again, would you? He’ll do me in next time. I know it. You must believe that. He threw me like a ragdoll down the stairs. It was awful. Simply awful.”

			“He is a lout, I'll grant you that. Where is he now? Passed out drunk, I imagine.”

			“I’d wager he’s out looking for me. I don’t know where.” 

			“Does anyone know you’ve come here?”

			She shook her head. 

			“Good.” Peter was silent for a moment, obviously considering his options. “There’s no place for you here. Your home is with Roger, no matter what he’s done. It’s simply not on, this running out on him. You’ll have to go back.”

			“I can’t do that,” she told him. “I won’t do that.” 

			Peter rose to his feet. “I don’t care. You aren’t staying with us. The newspapers would make a complete meal of this. Not now. I don’t need it.” 

			It was public knowledge that he had raised his own sister, keeping her from becoming a ward of the state. The newspapers had eaten it up. But those same papers could destroy Peter Handley if they ever knew what embarrassing circumstances had embraced his young sister. Her quiet, unassuming life had suddenly become scandalous.

			“I’ve been bleeding a bit,” she said, pushing her hands against the wool coat in her lap.

			He moved toward her. “Get up.” She stood and he placed the damp towel under her then pressed her back down. “You may need medical attention.”

			“Please, Peter. I need your help.”

			He pursed his lips and his cheeks paled. “Upstairs with you. Have a hot bath and then take your old bedroom. You can rest for an hour or two. Caroline has the twins at her sister’s for the day. She won’t be home until evening. I’ll sort something out for you by then.”

			Peter took her arm and, without another word, helped her up the staircase. He gave her a bathrobe and started filling the tub, heated water flooding from a gleaming brass faucet. Steam overtook the room almost as soon as he stepped out and closed the door behind him. 

						 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			 

			ETHEL UNDRESSED SLOWLY.  Her skirt and drawers, even the garter straps and upper legs of her stockings, bore blotchy stains, irregular rings of dull plasmatic ochre where they’d touched her skin. 

			A film of mist obscured her reflection in the mirror above the sink, and Ethel was thankful for that mercy. Already inured to the agonizing sight of her own blood, she heaped all her undergarments in the sink, deciding she’d wash them after her bath.

			She eased into the tub, wincing at the sting of it at first, then finding it tolerable enough to slide fully in. Soothed by the warmth, she used a facecloth to gently clean her body. When she emerged from the tub, the water was a darker blush. She pulled the stopper quickly, eager for the last awful evidence of her ordeal to swirl down the drain and be gone.

			After toweling off and donning the thick robe her brother had provided, she turned her attention to the sink, washing and wringing out her skirt and undergarments and hanging them on the towel racks to dry over the steam radiator. 

			The liquor was working its magic, muting lingering pain and quieting her mind. The bath had pulled all the fight out of her body, leaving her unsteady, weak and sleepy. 

			She managed to cross the hallway and reach the bed before collapsing with exhaustion. Peter brought her a cup of warm spirits – perhaps it was brandy, but she didn’t know. She swallowed it and was asleep within minutes.

			Peter’s distant, booming voice woke her. He was shouting at someone downstairs. Her gaze flashed to the window. The rain had stopped, clouds thinning in a rose and plum sky. Evening approaching. She’d slept for hours, the pain in her abdomen now faded to mere discomfort. She moved out of bed and padded across the hall to the bathroom. 

			As she gathered her dry clothing, another person answered her brother. This man’s voice was elevated, too. All sharp edges. Her hand flew to her mouth. 


			Roger.

			She perched on the side of the bathtub, rolled on her stockings, snapped the straps into place then hurried into her clean, warm skirt, stuffing the tails of her blouse into the waistband. Everything was frightfully wrinkled. 

			She moved along the hall to the top of the stairs. She couldn’t see the men down in the parlour, but their resonant voices carried clearly up the stairwell.

			“You should have considered that before you ran off with her!” Peter sounded on the verge of violence and that was comforting. He’d protect her from Roger.

			“She wasn’t in that condition when I married her. You know I don’t have the money to support her and a kid!” Roger said. “She had that beating coming to her. Now let me see her. I insist on it.”

			“Insist?” Peter’s voice was a hammer, hard and blunt. “You’re in no position to insist on anything.” Peter paused, and when he spoke again his tone was softer. “But she is your wife. I’ll go up and wake her. She doesn’t know you’re here, and she’ll surely fight us both when she sees you, I’m afraid.”

			“Speak to her,” Roger implored. “Tell her I’m sorry, or some such nonsense. But get her down here.”

			“Keep your hands off her. Hurry my sister out, but go about it gently. And find her a doctor. No more rough work or you’ll answer to me. Understand?”

			“Aye,” Roger allowed.

			Ethel raced along the hallway and piled into bed, pulling the covers around her neck. When Peter entered the room a minute later, her eyes were closed in quiet sleep.

			“Ethel?” he cooed, kneeling at the bedside. “It’s time to go.”

			She stirred. Eyes fluttered open, slowly. Waking.

			“Dear girl, you’ve been through a frightful ordeal, but I don’t want Caroline upset by all this. I’ve brought a friend to take you in for the night. He’s waiting downstairs.” 

			His duplicity was infuriating and it seemed to come to him with such ease. “You’re always so thoughtful,” she said.


			“Never mind all that. I’ll give you a few minutes to get up and dress. Now be a dear and hurry along.” 

			Ethel murmured, “Of course.”

			He ran a hand lightly across her inflamed cheek. “You need care.  Wouldn’t you consider returning home to Roger? He has your best interests at heart. I could arrange it for you. It’d be for the best, really it would.”

			She had no choice but to lie. “Eventually, I’ll go back.”

			“We Handleys are a resilient lot,” Peter said. “You are a wise young woman.”

			“I’ll be down shortly.”

			He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Your coat is dry. It’s on the chair.” He indicated with a half-flag of his hand then stood and left her. 

			The moment she heard his footfalls on the stairs, Ethel tossed aside the covers and pushed herself out of bed, dizzy with the sudden movement. 

			She lifted her coat and gingerly stepped out of the bedroom – it had been her room for as long as she could remember, before the fateful fog bank and Hasselwood Rock, before Roger, before the baby, before it all. 

			Her mind raced with what she had to do. She took a deep breath and all began to calm and distill. First things first. She needed money and knew exactly where she might find it.

			She entered the master bedroom at the end of the hallway and moved quickly to Peter’s wardrobe. Caroline had often entertained Ethel with games of hide-and-seek, in another time. Curling up in the dark beneath Peter’s formal wear, seven-year-old Ethel had inadvertently knocked loose the little mahogany panel to discover the cubby hole. 

			Now, contemplating a vanishing act of a much different sort, she adroitly unfastened the veneer door. A plump leather wallet, Peter’s ‘rainy-day’ money, lay at the bottom of the secret compartment, exactly where it had always been. She buried it in her coat pocket.

			“Stuff you, Peter,” she whispered, turning for the door. “This is a very rainy day.”

			She found her shoes in the bathroom and carried them down the hallway. Once, when she was ten years old, she had run away – if only for an hour or two – escaping from a window in the spare bedroom. It was now the nursery for the twins.
 
			For her assignations with Roger, she had often used this escape route to spirit herself away, joining him at the Morgan, three blocks east. For a naughty hour, never much longer, they kissed and she would deflect his hands from her breasts as they sat in the theatre’s smoke-filled gloom pretending to watch the moving picture. 

Of course, Roger had always walked her home, helping her onto the shed then scrambling up to raise her into the nursery window. Her clandestine return to her own bedroom left Peter and Caroline never the wiser. 

Ethel pushed open the nursery door and stepped in. 

			She pulled the curtains aside and peered out at the darkening afternoon. The rear windows of the apartment building across the way were draped, blind to the alley. She wouldn’t be seen.

			“Ethel?” Peter’s echoing voice startled her. “Are you coming down?”

			She popped her head around the door. “I’ll be there shortly. Just cleaning myself up a bit.”

			Ethel quickly laced on her shoes, unlatched the window and leaned forward to confirm that the ugly, flat-roofed wooden rubbish shed was still directly below. She hoisted herself onto the sill, spun around and slid until her feet were just above the shed roof. She let go and dropped heavily to that salvation. The clatter of her landing echoed off the alley walls.

    Her body was stiff and sore, but adrenaline now coursed through her. She moved to the edge of the shed roof, went to her belly and slid to the cobbled alley. This landing jarred her more, emptying her lungs as she rolled to the ground. She sucked in a few deep breaths. As she recovered, she fished out the wallet and thumbed through its contents. Two hundred dollars, more or less. A small fortune to her.

			She stood, tugged her coat tight and hurried away. Shoes splashing through mirrored puddles in the shadowed alley, stomach churning, muscles recoiling from the ordeal she had been through, Ethel prayed Roger and Peter would not pursue as she fled for the second time on the worst day of her life.

		

	
		
			THREE | September 1915

			Enderby, Manitoba

			(Irwin: 12 years old)

			 

			 

			IRWIN FELT AS MUCH AS SAW THE TRAIN as it grunted into Enderby station from the west. The wooden platform shuddered beneath his shoes as the massive engine throbbed past. The pulse spread through him, became an excited trembling. There’d be bags to tote.

			He tipped his cap and waved as the first slowing car trundled by. The stationmaster moved in once the train stopped. Arthritic back curved as a barrel stave, the old man waved off a porter attempting to climb down, then grabbed a step from the doorway and set it on the platform. He extended an arm, reaching up to accept anyone who cared to disembark.

			Gathering his composure, Irwin approached the first passenger to emerge. The man wore denim pants and a grey cotton shirt with damp half-moons beneath the arms. He hefted a bulging canvas bag and might have a few coins to spare.

			“Pack your things, Mister?” Irwin offered. “Anywhere in town for a nickel.”

			Anywhere in town was never far. Enderby was a three-minute whistle-stop the Canadian Pacific passenger service might just as readily ignore as notice. Besides, often the bags were heavier than he could carry, but people liked boys with initiative and sometimes flipped him coins just for the offer.

			The man shook his head: “Not today, son.”

			“Thanks anyway, Mister.” 

			Irwin practiced a frown then rounded on his heels to watch the rest of the passengers climb down, but there were none. Old Henry Tinker agonized over lifting the wooden step – not much larger than a milking stool – from the platform and tossed it up through the open door.

			“There’s no more gettin’ off?” Irwin called.

			Henry looked both ways on the platform before saying, “This look like Winnipeg?” He turned and pushed gnarled hands against the small of his back and groaned. Henry wasn’t mean, but he was as gruff as they came. Irwin understood old people were just like that.

			“Hey sonny.” He felt a hand on his shoulder. “Here’s a couple of pennies. Don’t want you telling anyone I don’t support local businessmen.” The man in the sweat-mooned shirt dropped two bright coppers into Irwin’s hand, lifted his own bag and walked off to the station. Henry tipped his cap toward the locomotive up front and followed the new arrival into the station. 

			Irwin lingered on the platform and examined the generosity of a stranger as the train, belching a sooty good-bye, inched out of Enderby, Manitoba.

			When he wasn’t carting luggage at the CPR station, he was busy at the gristmill sweeping floors or cleaning chaff out of the iron and timbered millworks for Aylmer Fife. He earned enough money in a week to buy a few strips of black liquorice, but he really yearned to buy a Stevens .22. 

			The gun pictured at the bottom of page 186 of last year’s Eaton’s catalogue had sparked his imagination. Half the pages had been removed and used in the outhouse, but he had saved the most important section of it. The text beside a drawing of the .22-calibre rifle promised a half-hexagon barrel, whatever that was, and a Rocky Mountain front and rear sight, whatever that was. 

			With such a gun – his very own – he knew the gophers would fall like sacks of flour back into their dirty little holes in the fields and prairie behind the house. No slingshot could do that. Fully half his earnings went into an old soup can in the attic, dedicated to purchasing the rifle.

			And so, when he entered the station, tagging after Old Henry and the stranger, Irwin uttered genuine thanks for the two-cent gratuity.

			 “I’m saving to buy myself a rifle!” he gushed at the stranger.

			Henry jigged a thumb over his shoulder toward the noisy, bothersome kid. “That’s Irwin Rawson. Helps out ’round here from time to time when the trains come in.”

			“Good to see enterprising youth,” the stranger said to Irwin. “You remind me of someone I knew when I was your age.”

			This embarrassed Irwin. He tugged the bill of his cap over his forehead to shadow his freckles. “Thanks again,” he said.

			“Mister Phelps is here to see to the new elevator. He’s come all the way from Fort Qu’Appelle to look after it,” Henry said. 

			Irwin gazed up at Mr. Phelps, studying him more carefully. “I’ve never met anyone from another country.”


			Phelps offered an amused smile, extending a hand.

			“That’s Fort Qu’Appelle, Saskatchewan, boy. It’s not that far away.” The stranger, Phelps, shook Irwin's hand like being twelve was practically grown up.

			Irwin briefly considered fessing up to his vandalism. Writing on the post in the elevator’s exposed cupola platform, but he figured nobody would ever see it once the wooden skin had been applied all the way to the top of the structure. The cupola space would be a dark, dreary spot once the elevator was finished.

			Old Henry shooed Irwin outside with an irritable, “Off you go, now.” 

			He sauntered out of the station, shaking his pennies like a pair of dice in a loosely closed fist. “See you later, Mister Phelps,” he called over his shoulder.

			“You will, kid.” Phelps casually waved and turned to Old Henry.

			 

			♦ ♦ ♦

			 

			PRAIRIEVIEW ROAD CAME TO an abrupt end like the stub of an amputated arm pushed out into the rolling countryside a mile or so west of Enderby. Marginal land for those with hope and ambition but no money. This was a world of low rises and shallow swales, rust and gold grain fields in the few pan-flat acres around the house with olive and emerald copses of scrubby poplar, aspen, birch and tamarack beyond, in Irwin's wildlands.  

			The Lord had blessed the verdant Carberry Plains with miles and miles of high-grade farmland to the north, but here on the southernmost fringe of the open plains the land was less productive, cheap to buy – almost free if you homesteaded – and littered with bogs and mosquito ponds. Creeks meandered through it all, lined by burgeoning willows, scrub oak and cottonwoods. 

			Where his parents had carved out a few arable acres from a quarter-section of wild countryside, the wheat – in a good year yielding twenty bushels to the acre – waited for travelling engine crews and their steam threshers and would be bulk hauled by wagon to the nearest elevator six dirt-track miles east in Carberry. 

			They paid their ten-dollar registration fee and homesteaded one hundred and sixty acres when they married, but Lester Rawson only ever had a chance to clear thirty-three acres for planting and pasture – just enough to meet the Dominion Lands Act requirement. 

			“One day” was always a long way off, it seemed.

			Beyond the fields, undulating prairie bush and unruly grassland swallowed the road’s ragged manicure. Once just a rutted horse trail, over the years it had been widened and packed by the groaning wheels of ponderous haul wagons. Though prone to pooling and mud, it made a passable wagon road in summer and a decent sleigh path after freeze-up and winter snows arrived. 

			All of this was home. When Irwin stepped through the front door, Dad lifted him by the shirt collar.

    “Can’t hide from your old man. Plain as day, you were there across from the livery this afternoon. Out panhandling again, weren’t you? A common beggar.” Breath stale with tobacco. At least it didn’t smell of liquor. That’s what Mickey Binton said his dad’s breath always smelled of when he got beat, which was about every night. Homebrewed potato hooch. 

			Nope, Lester Rawson didn’t drink, and didn’t smoke all that much, and the only time he ever even cursed was when he was fighting with mother or was about to whack his son around the ears.

			“Answer me, or you’ll get the damned leather.” A bit of spit landed on Irwin’s cheek, but he was too scared to smear it off. Instead, he emitted a pained squeak as the fabric of his collar bound even tighter around his throat.

			“No, Sir!” he croaked. Dad’s hands opened, and Irwin returned to the floor in a heap, teeth clenched against the blow he knew was coming. His entire body shook, as if his trembling lower lip had suddenly taken command of the rest of him.

			“Lying little bastard!” Dad struck him on the cheek.

			Irwin’s thoughts clamped down hard: I am a bastard. Even Dad said so. It hurt worse than the slap.

			He felt a hot welt rising. The wet dot of flying spit was gone.

			“I weren’t begging,” Irwin insisted, coddling his face with a cold hand. Dad ripped the cap from Irwin’s head and tossed it into the corner.

			“Empty your pockets!”

			He fumbled in his overalls and pulled a wad of string and the two new pennies from one pocket, and from the other a small linen sleeve which had once contained a pearl-handled pocketknife, but now protected his prized ball bearing, his ‘steely,’ a marble-tournament winner.

			“Don’t lie to me!” Thick fingers picked coins from twine. “Panhandling for pennies at the station.” He cuffed Irwin’s head. “Back up there for you.”

			Irwin closed the door at the top of the stairs. At the table, he shuddered and sniffled, careful not to allow tears or runaway snot to mark Dad’s precious arithmetic book.


			It took two hours, but he completed every problem in the chapter, then doused the lamp and crept downstairs to his own bedroom to sleep.

			The following morning Irwin presented the completed work at the kitchen table. Dad scanned the pages quickly, glanced over his half-moon reading glasses at Irwin and put the tablet down beside his empty plate. Irwin suspected his old man was poor with figures. Lester Rawson never had much schooling, but he for damn sure wanted his son to have more than his fair share.

			“You’re a bright one,” Dad said. “Too bright to be buggering...” he glanced at Mother, saw the damning look she shot from across the kitchen, “messing about in town. Your mother says you’re saving for something to pot gophers with, so tell me and we’ll see if we can get it without you sullying the Rawson name by begging on the street.”

			“I wasn’t panhandling.”

			“Don’t speak back to me!”

			“Don’t talk back to your father,” Mother parroted from across the kitchen. She had just turned eggs on the range and the smell of greasy cooking was thick in the room.

			“I carry people’s bags,” Irwin corrected. “And help Aylmer at the mill.”

			“You’ll not cart anyone’s belongings for money. Understood?”

			“I won’t do it no more.” 

			Mother remained at the stove. She didn’t intercede on his behalf, which didn’t surprise him. Neither did his own quick retreat. He hadn’t forgotten the generous offer.

			The Stevens! He could get the gun!

			“It’s a twenty-two! With a blued frame and wood stock and Rocky Mountain sights….” He broke off the advertisement. The gun was as distant now as it had ever been. There was zero chance Dad would purchase it for him.

			“And what does a rifle of that sort cost?” Dad asked.

			Avoiding eye contact, Irwin said, “Six dollars.”

			“That’s outrageous for a boy’s gun. Perhaps you should buy a book... a new Bible... something to study when you have a chance.”

			Mother cleared her throat. “How much have you saved?” 

			Thank you, thank you, Mother! He replied: “Eighty-five cents.”

			“I suppose we can round that up to eighty-seven cents, counting what you earned yesterday,” Dad adjusted. 

			“Eighty-seven cents,” Irwin agreed, not pointing out that this wasn’t exactly what rounding up meant.

			“I’ll allow you to help at Aylmer’s mill, but you’ll refrain from attending trains. It's an embarrassment. And when you’ve saved a dollar and a half, your mother and I will help you get your rifle.”

			It would take about forever to earn the money he needed. It had taken more than a year to save eighty-seven cents. Still, he’d find a way. A penny at a time if that’s what it took.

			After breakfast, Dad saddled Sally O and rode to town to settle the livery’s feed bill. The most valuable thing on their farm, Sally O was, in fact, a boy, which pleased Irwin to no end. The horse’s real name was Tally Ho, but when Dad brought the horse home years earlier, little Irwin with missing front teeth called him Sally O and it stuck.

			Irwin played with Happy outside, thinking hard while throwing a stick about a hundred times, then brought Mother three armfuls of split wood from the pile behind the house. She thanked him as he raced back outside. His feet flew across the yard to the barn. From beneath his Dad’s workbench, he fished out a burlap bag and spilled out the contents. 

			He now knew exactly what he would do.

			During the summer, Irwin had found half a rack of elk antlers near Amblin Creek, beyond the farm’s western boundary. They were half-hidden in a bed of moss shadowed by a rock outcrop. Just the points, sharp and curved as pitchfork tines, poked out of
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