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  Chapter One
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It’s our second funeral in six months. 
The good thing about that is Lief’s dark pants, and the black sneakers we bought him still fit. Spending money to outfit a four-year-old for a funeral is one of the many bummers around the whole dying process.
The last time I saw my little brother, he was running past me, full tilt, with a brownie in one hand and a Nanaimo bar in the other, yelling, “I love funerals!”
The people standing around me laughed at first, because this funeral is for my ninety-seven-year-old great-grand aunt who, by all accounts, lived a full life and had a great sense of humour, and would have been pleased as punch that a four-year-old was loving her funeral.
Then they stopped laughing when they remembered the funeral before this one was the four-year-old’s mother’s. My mother’s.
Even though my mom also probably would have been pleased as punch that her small son was loving her funeral, people don’t like to smile when they think of a forty-two-year-old woman’s death.
I’ve spoken to the minister who performed the funeral service, and her husband, and the high school principal … honestly, I think I’ve spoken to half the residents of my Aunt Isabelle’s small town. It feels weird that they’re being so lovely and sympathetic to me when they’re the ones who had daily contact with her; I hardly knew her. My mom’s last visit here was with my biological father. He went out ice-fishing in the morning — leaving my heavily pregnant mother curled up in Aunt Isabelle’s guest bed — and didn’t come back at night.
That pre-natal visit was my one-and-only time in Perryside. A couple of times when I was younger Aunt Isabelle came to the city, but I only have vague memories of a lady wearing long, narrow skirts and neat cardigans. She gave me quarters, and figurines she saved from boxes of Red Rose tea. As soon as he was old enough not to choke on them, I passed the figurines on to Lief. He loves them, and I see them every day, lined up on his bedroom windowsill, but they don’t give me any sense of the woman I’m here to mourn.
So, while I feel it should be me comforting the people who saw Aunt Isabelle every day, I’m not good at the comforting thing. I’m still deeply messed up when it comes to processing my mother’s death. Instead, I ask questions about the town, and have learned more than I ever thought I would about the stone bridge in its centre. It’s the oldest bridge in the province. It was designed by a Scotsman who came to live here nearly two hundred years ago.
I’m wondering if there’s anything else in this town besides the bridge, when my stepdad taps my shoulder. “Lief is throwing up.”
No surprise. Butter, laced with icing sugar, washed down with the fruit punch I saw him gulping earlier, mixed in with laps around the church hall, will do that.
Plus, the kid’s just a natural-born puker.
“Where?” I ask.
Justin cocks his thumb toward a side hall. “In the bathroom. If you can go, I’ll get the kit from the car.”
“On my way.”
The punch I’ve been clutching for some time is warm from my hands and that, combined with its orangey-pink colour, swirled with darker bits of pulp, means I’m not sad to set it down on the nearest windowsill before I head to the bathroom.
Lief’s high-pitched voice tells me which of the small rooms he’s in — ”We already saw a kestrel and two hawks,” he’s saying. “Do you think I could see an owl?” — then his voice is cut off by a hiccupping wretching sound as his body rids itself of yet more high-octane dessert food.
Without the audio guidance, I would never have guessed my brother was in that particular bathroom because standing in the doorway is a very tall man in a dark suit. He crouches as Lief yaks and says, “You’re OK buddy. Your dad will be back soon.”
“I know!” Leif’s voice is hollowed out by the acoustics of the toilet bowl. “I’ll be fine. But I think Perry will be here first. My dad doesn’t really like puke.”
“Hi,” I offer, and the crouching man whirls around so fast he loses his balance and nearly falls on his butt. He throws a foot out to steady himself and on his otherwise-shiny shoe I see something resembling my abandoned fruit punch, except chunkier. “Oh,” I point at the shoe. “He got you.”
“What?” He looks up at me, then his gaze follows my finger. “Oh, yeah. Just a bit, I guess.” He shrugs. “It’s OK. These shoes are really uncomfortable anyway. And they’re at least one size too small.” He’s younger than I thought — probably close to my age — and I have the feeling these very shiny, very uncomfortable shoes might have been bought just for this funeral. It makes me feel even worse that my little brother barfed on them.
“Perry!” Lief raises his grinning face. “I made it to the toilet!”
“Mostly, anyway,” I say. “Good job.”
It’s less the floating stomach contents in the bowl that put me off, and more the sight of Lief’s chubby little hands gripping the rim, and the whole front of his body pressed against the porcelain. Ugh. Public toilet germs. So, so gross.
“Do you think you’re done?” I ask. “Because then we could flush the toilet.” And scrub your hands …
I turn to thank the lanky presence in the doorway for keeping Lief company, but it’s not him. It’s my stepdad, eyes averted from the scene of the crime, holding out the Ziploc bag we keep in the trunk of the car for just such occasions. It contains an old facecloth, wipes, a spare t-shirt, a black garbage bag and anything else that might come in handy.
I squint at Lief and say, “You know, I think we can get away with just the facecloth today.” I shrug off the light cardigan I’m wearing over my little black funeral dress, and do a swap with my stepdad — facecloth for cardigan — then turn on the hot water tap and snap my finger for Lief. “C’mere mister …”

      ***I look around my great-grand-aunt’s kitchen and find nothing to do. Nothing immediate, anyway.
The Formica countertops are ancient but spotless. The mint green appliances gleam. The checkerboard kitchen floor is crumb- and dust-free.
Nothing like our kitchen at home where, at this time of night, I’d be washing half-a-million — or at least seventeen — small food containers needed for the three of us to take our various litterless lunches to work and school. Where flour, or breakfast cereal, or guinea pig food, would be sprinkled on the floor and I’d have to decide between sweeping it, or wiping the bottom of the stainless-steel fridge liberally peppered with Lief’s small handprints.
I stare into the dark square of the window centred over the sink. Out there, I know, is the mowed area that slopes gently to the river — the river where the father I never knew died. The thought doesn’t hurt me — honestly my fleeting thought about guinea pig food stings more with the death of, Kiwi, our eight-year-old long-hair still fresh and raw.
Still, I can see why my mother never came back. Death: who wants to confront it?
With the kitchen light on, and no moon outside, the river could be lapping at the back doorstep and I wouldn’t see it. I just see myself, seventeen years old and at loose ends with no household chores to do, and think it doesn’t matter that my long hair could use a trim, or that if I was more skilled with make-up I wouldn’t look so pale, because this is my social life. At today’s funeral I spoke to at least a dozen people I’ve never met before, I noshed from a huge spread of food and drink, and I didn’t get home until past my regular bedtime.
It’s the biggest party I’ve been to in ages.
I listen to Justin’s steps descending the narrow staircase and, sure enough, his also-pale face looms into view in the window beside mine.
“Hey,” he says. “Why don’t you go to bed?”
I turn to face him. “I feel like there’s something I should be doing.”
“That’s just the point, Perry. There’s nothing. Take a break, for once. Have a holiday. Get some sleep.”
I lift one eyebrow. “A funeral holiday.”
He smiles. “Never let it be said the Cochran-Archer, family doesn’t know how to vacation in style.”
Most people I know at school complain about their step-parents. Most of them complain about their real parents, too. But what can I say about Justin Cochran except I know he’s sad lots of the time, and I know he’s usually tired, too, and he still tries his hardest to make Lief and me happy.
So, I push off the counter and say, “Well, those funeral festivities did wear me right out.” And it’s true; my hard-soled, pointy-toed shoes, with still not-enough wear in them to be broken in, are killing my feet. “I guess I’ll head up and check on Lief and go to bed.”
“Lief’s fine,” Justin says. “He’s sound asleep. You don’t have to worry about him.”
“OK,” I say.
I go upstairs and brush my teeth, and put on a tank top and stretchy shorts, and the last thing I do before climbing into bed is check on my little brother.

      ***I swim my way up from a sucking sleep. I can’t remember the last time I slept like this — deep and dreamless.
When I closed my eyes the clock said 10:32 p.m. and I wouldn’t be shocked if it said 10:32 a.m. now — that’s how long I feel like I’ve slept.
A couple of blinks tell me it’s not quite that light outside my window, and a third blink informs me it’s actually 7:32 a.m. Still, a good, long sleep.
The short trip to the bathroom past the open bedroom doors of Lief and my stepdad show me they’re just as deep in sleep as I was a few minutes ago. Both are snoring. Lief’s short snuffling breaths are sweet. Justin’s are louder and they rattle. Now that I’m awake, I know they’ll disturb me if I try to go back to bed.
Might as well run, then.
It’s cooler here than in the city, and the bare skin up and down both my arms rises in goosebumps as soon as I step outside.
Maybe I should have brought something other than shorts and a tank top to run in. But I didn’t, so there’s just one way to push past the cold.
Run.
I have a decision to make at the end of the driveway. Right takes me past a couple of well-spaced neighbour’s houses, and over a little causeway that marks the edge of town. I could run along Main Street, past the Tim Horton’s where Justin fueled up before the funeral yesterday and where I stood in the women’s washroom with my foot wedged against the door with its broken lock, listening to Lief tell me we might see a blue jay this weekend if we’re lucky, and probably-almost-definitely we’ll see wild turkeys.
Or, I can run the other way.
To … where?
The Road Not Taken.
I memorized it in grade two. I am someone with no indoor talents. I’m good at riding horses and running cross-country. So reciting a poem was all I could do for the school talent show, and the lines have stuck in my head ever since … “Two roads diverged in a wood and I, I took the one less traveled by, and that has made all the difference.”
I turn left.
There is, almost immediately, forest. Which triggers a memory in my head. Justin saying something about Crown land. That, otherwise, the riverfront would be jammed with cottages. On the river side, then, uninterrupted forest. On the other side there’s one driveway, but without a mailbox, just a municipal number — one of those ones that makes no attempt at charm or prettiness — glow-in-the-dark numbers on a metal plate.
When I exhale my breath steams into the morning light. My brain is still half full of sleep fog, which might be why the cold doesn’t bother me. I’m not fully registering it.
There’s another driveway ahead, and there’s evidence of more effort here. There’s a mailbox which — admittedly — has had a couple of run-ins with something bigger than it — maybe a snow plow? — but the dents have been painted over in a tasteful dark green. The municipal numbers are there, again. I’m pretty sure there must be some at Aunt Isabelle’s place if I look more carefully, but they’re clearly less important than a routered sign reading, “Riverhaven Farm.”
Much more interesting than the sign, though, is the fence I follow as I continue running past the driveway.
It’s a classic split rail cedar fence. Not the fancy, straight-and-even, often white-painted or dark-stained type you see around the city, but the weathered, washed-grey, cedar wonders that zig-and-zag across the rough terrain, and that stay upright without benefit of nails, screws, or other hardware.
They’re good fences for livestock, and my instinctive default is to hope this one contains horses.
I keep running, but I’m also peering into the trees.
Until …  there  …
Fuzzy shapes. They’re mostly dark, and the trees behind them are near-black, but they shift and flow around a round-bale feeder and are clearly horses.
At least a dozen of them.
My run can pause. I push between two tree trunks — ignoring the twiggy branches that snag my hair and clothes — and lift my foot to the bottom rail of the fence. The horses are still quite a distance away, but it’s clear they’re nothing like the giraffe-like off-track-thoroughbred waiting for me at home. These are strong, stocky, with untrimmed legs, and ears, and manes either never, or rarely, pulled.
Happy and healthy, though. Curious. Friendly. One turns to me, his pricked ears outlined against a sliver of sky visible between the trees behind him. In the still morning air, his snort travels across the clearing.
Then he starts ambling. Step, step, step. There’s a sway to his walk — an ease to his gait — and when he gets within reaching distance of my outstretched hands, he inserts his whiskery muzzle firmly into them.
“Oh, buddy, you’re cute aren’t you?”
I reach to straighten his forelock, and he’s fine with that — not head-shy at all — in fact he presses the broad bone of his face against my fingers. Scratch me. Right here.
For a long minute he’s happy with me rubbing his itchy forehead, then he exhales — if he was one of my friends standing around someone’s locker at school cute, he’d complain, ‘You guys are boring,’ — and he wanders back to the not-very-exciting-but-at-least-edible contents of the round feeder.
I shiver as I watch his strong, square rump walk away. Standing still in this temperature — especially in a tank top, covered in a layer of drying sweat — is a bad idea.
I struggle back out to the road and launch back into my running rhythm.
Next time I’ll have to bring a carrot. Then he’d stick around.
I shake my head. Dummy. It’s Sunday. Lief and I have school tomorrow, and Justin has work. We have a few more hours here — that’s all.
As I pass the tree-lined field on the return leg of my run I call out, “If I’d known you were here I would have brought a carrot.”
Just in case my shaggy friend is listening.






  
  Chapter Two

[image: ]

The shower head’s low, but the water pressure’s good and the water’s hot. 
I bend my knees as I rinse the suds out of my hair and it works out fine.
The only shower is on the main floor, in the bathroom snugged between the kitchen and the side door.
I dove straight in after my run, hoping to avoid disturbing Justin and Lief asleep upstairs, but when I step out of the bathroom, hair wet around my shoulders, swaddled in a musty-smelling towel adorned with bright blue roses, Lief is roaring through the kitchen door. “Hey! Perry! I got a box of Timbits!” He swings the box high in the air and I pray for the cardboard handles to hold.
“Wow,” I say. “Is that breakfast?”
Justin is right behind him. “No. This is breakfast.” He plunks a bag reading General Store onto the counter and recites items as he lifts them out. “Bacon, baked beans, Red River bread, orange juice … oh, and eggs from Gil’s place.”
Lief nods hard and fast. “We were gonna go for a walk, but we saw Gil in town and he gave us a drive home, and gave us eggs, which were still warm …” Lief’s eyes go wide as he says the words and he cups his hands under the Timbit box. I guess I’m supposed to imagine it’s an egg.
“Who’s Gil?” I ask.
“The neighbour down the road. You probably saw him at the funeral yesterday.” Justin nods in the direction I didn’t run this morning. “To be honest, it was a good thing we ran into him. I think I underestimated the walk to the store, and overestimated Mister’s legs.”
“Gil has a big truck!” Lief tells me. “I sat in the middle, and it’s red, and …”
“Let your sister go get dressed for breakfast,” Justin says. “You can tell her all about it while we have bacon and eggs.”
Upstairs, as I shrug into stretchy pants and a soft hoodie I smile at the image of Lief sandwiched between Justin and some old dude, in his old truck, with my brother thinking it’s the best thing ever.
Maybe Justin was right, after all. Between my great night’s sleep, and my morning run, and Lief’s adventures on Main Street, maybe this has been a little holiday for us. A Cochran-Archer vacation.
It just shows, despite my best friend Sata’s complaints, I can leave home. I did leave home. Next time she has a go at me I’ll have this to throw back in her face. I went four-hundred kilometres from home and I’m just fine, thank you very much.
I look around the room. It’s narrow; containing a three-quarter sized bed with an iron bedstead that would look hokey in our renovated house in the city, but fits just perfectly under the low-sloping ceiling here. The floors are some kind of wide-planked wood that don’t match the floors anywhere else in the house, and the closet is so shallow you have to turn the hangers on an angle to be able to shut the door.
The window, though … set into the dormer, it’s higher than it could be otherwise. The old glass has a waviness to it that blurs the edges of the yellows, oranges, and reds of the maples outside, so the trees look like balls of late-season fire. There’s land visible across the river. It’s Quebec. A whole other province so close it looks like you could swim to it. Except for the currents, Justin’s warned both Lief and me — never trust a river. Ultimately, it was the currents that killed my father — eating away at the ice he thought he could trust.
Justin knows because he grew up here, too — was a senior on the boys high school basketball team when my father was a junior. He came home from med school in the city to attend my father’s funeral, and my eight-month pregnant mother asked him to drive her back — getting into the passenger seat of Justin’s SUV and leaving behind her car and any ties she had to this place.
Justin’s been in our lives ever since — first occasionally, and casually, then officially and constantly — and he was the one who used to come back here twice a year and help Aunt Isabelle with the big spring and fall chores she couldn’t do on her own.
He knows this house, and this town, and that river — the good and the bad of all of them.
I wonder if my mom ever stood at this window, gazing out to the province across the river.
I try, but I can’t picture it.
The failure rouses the first faint feeling of panic in me. It’s fine, I tell myself. It’s normal. You never knew her here. You’ll be home soon.
I take one deep breath. Then another. I don’t hyperventilate, or cry, or run screaming downstairs telling Justin we have to leave right now, right this second.
However, I do think maybe I won’t be bragging to Sata about my trip after all.

      ***“Storm windows!” Justin says as I stack our breakfast plates, then layer the cutlery on top of them.
“Say, what?” I set the dirty dishes down on the counter by the dishwasher and tug at the door. It doesn’t open.
“Storm windows. We have to put them on today.” He’s swiping at the front of Lief’s shirt with a damp cloth.
“If I knew what you were talking about I’d know what you mean.” I have the plates scraped, with all the scraps on a napkin, but I still haven’t managed to open the dishwasher.
“How can you not know what storm windows are?” While Justin’s turned to me, Lief wriggles out of his chair.
“How can you not know what a martingale is?” I counter. Justin still doesn’t understand the difference between a horse and a pony, so I know I’ve got him there.
Lief claps his hands. “Storm windows are outside windows that cover the inside windows!” Justin and I both stare at him. “What?” he asks. “Gil told me.”
I give another tug on the front of the dishwasher and, this time, the whole thing lurches forward. For a second, I think I’ve yanked the unit out of the wall. Then I realize it’s actually a huge internal basket that’s slid out. “What the …?”
There’s a twitch behind Justin’s smile that tells me he’s trying not to laugh out loud. “It’s a dishwasher — maybe you’ve heard of them?”
I peer into the depths of the drawer in front of me. “Am I supposed to climb inside to load it?” I shake my head. “Forget it. Cancel that question. Go outside and start working on your gale windows …”
“Storm!” Lief interrupts.
I stick my tongue out at him. “Storm. Whatever. I’ll be out after I figure out how to get the dishes in here without breaking them.”
As the door closes behind them I mutter, “Storm windows. Ancient dishwashers.” I hold up the mug Justin used for his coffee. It’s a kind of translucent milky colour, with a band of olive green flowers running just below the rim. It clashes badly with the mint green appliances. “This place is a time warp.”
Then I bend almost double at the waist to settle an equally ugly cereal bowl in the bottom of the dishwasher.






  
  Chapter Three
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When I make it outside, there’s a row of wood-framed windows leaned against the bottom half of the house, and nobody in sight. 
Upon closer inspection, the frames are white with bits of the paint just beginning to flake — note to self: do not be around at re-painting time — and the glass is just as wavy as in the bedroom upstairs. If Lief is right, that one of these is being put over that window, it’ll distort the view so badly it will make it nearly impossible to see across the river.
A giggle — Lief’s giggle — drifts to my ears, and I go looking for him.
He’s at the edge of the lawn, where the trees start and he’s laughing and saying, “No-no-no!” to the guy from yesterday. It takes me a minute to recognize him, because the shoes he’s wearing have no puke on them, and I’m pretty sure they’re steel-toed.
Today he’s wearing jeans and a plaid lumberjack shirt along with his work boots. Today he looks even younger than yesterday.
Just right for me … the thought flits into one side of my mind and I push it just as fast out the other side. Because I am boring. I am damaged goods. I am No. Fun. At. All. I know because the guy who came very close to being my boyfriend — Adam Penske — told me so in the weeks that followed my mom’s death when I developed the habit of staying home and folding laundry, and reading Lief stacks of bedtime stories instead of … well, to be honest, instead of doing anything else at all.
Other than making time to see North. But North’s non-negotiable.
The young, cute guy who is none of my concern, is pointing into the forest, saying, “What are you talking about? Look — that’s an owl!” and Lief’s sputtering, “A plas-tic owl, silly!”
I squint through the trees and manage to make out one of those ugly owls people use to scare pigeons, wedged between the trunk and one of the branches of a big maple. Lief’s right — plastic.
“Oh, wow,” the guy shakes his head. “I can’t believe you said that. That’s Hootie and he hates being called plastic.”
Lief smacks his forehead and stamps his foot. “But he is plastic!”
There’s a hooting noise and — to be fair to the guy — even if it doesn’t sound natural, it also doesn’t sound like he made it. He seems to be able to throw his voice.
“What was that?” Lief asks.
“That was Hootie. He says he’s glad to meet you, but he wishes you would say he’s resin.”
“Resin!” Lief’s laughing again, then he drops his voice. “Wait … look, there’s a cardinal!”
“Hey!” Justin’s voice carries across the lawn. “Where did my helpers go?”
Lief runs toward his dad’s voice, saying, “Dad! You scared the cardinal away

      ***
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