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Chapter One - Levi 
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Towering pine trees jealously shrouded the asphalt tunnel forged by Levi Turner’s truck headlights, dark sentinels relieved only by the rhythmic blink of roadside reflectors and a rare flash of yellow caution.  


Moose crossing.  


No self-respecting moose walked roadways at this hour when they could bed down in a meadow somewhere, and Maine was filled with lakes and lowlands. When fog rolled in off the Atlantic, it stretched unhindered all the way to Baxter State Park before slamming into the base of Mount Katahdin. 


A drop of rain splat the windshield. 


The truck radio crackled to life. Sibilant white noise was replaced by an indiscernible mix of French and English, reminding Levi as nothing could that he was back in The County.  


Splat, another raindrop. 

Forty miles west of New Brunswick and only seventy-five miles south of home. 


He ran from the place thirteen years ago, but no amount of time or distance would erase that designation as long as his childhood memories were interred here. Much as a blemish leaves a pock mark in the skin, Greylock Plantation scarred his soul, and he couldn’t excise the remnants of those wounds. 


“Come if you have to.” Terse words from a terse man. 


Did his father want to see him or not? He could never tell. His sister Savannah said they were alike, neither one able to communicate with the other. Levi told her to practice her Pop psychology on someone else, which was a nice way of saying she should mind her own damn business. 

The rain established an erratic pattern. He countered it by turning on the windshield wipers.  


Blink, another reflector.  

Swish, another swipe.  


French Canadian music sang backup for American English news. Poor reception and linguistic soup.  

The truck engine hummed. He slid the defroster control all the way to the right. Air hissing from the dash completed the discordant symphony. 

“Are you sure you want to make the whole drive in one day?” Savannah had asked, concerned as only a big sister could be, though eleven months age difference between them hardly qualified her for the title. 

He should have listened for a change. If he had followed I-95 to Houlton, he could be sleeping on stiff sheets in an impersonal motel room potentially used by three hundred and sixtyfour strangers in the last year. Instead, he was hunched over the steering wheel, staring through the windshield at bright headlights reflecting back at him from a mirror of heavy rain. On a road leading away from the twenty first century. 

The rain stopped suddenly, as if a giant tap had been turned off. Wiper blades screeched across dry glass. Levi turned the knob to save his ears and slid the defrost and fan controls to low. The noise simmered down to mind-numbing monotony. 

In North Carolina he drove a shoebox barely big enough to fit his six-foot frame. An ugly little thing that impressed eco-friendly weekend tourists and saved enough on gas to pay for the upkeep on this truck.  

“She’s got a heart of gold,” his father said when they restored the neglected Detroit offspring back to her original glory. “Chevy hasn’t made a decent truck since early sixty-nine. 

They changed the models later that year.” 


A lot of words for a man stingy with dialogue.  


They worked together on the truck every weekend that summer between his junior and senior year of high school. “Boy don’t need a spiffy rig,” his grandfather groused, “He’ll just drink too much and stave it up. How much you wanna bet a year from now you’ll be back here doing this all over again?” 

Twelve months later Levi was sweltering through physical drills and fractured dreams in the Parris Island heat, determined never to see the empty patch of pavement ahead.

Corriveau Crossing emerged from the trees, exposed by the glare of a lone streetlight. To his right a tractor lane bisected acres of potato fields in a line perpendicular to the road, so straight it might have been drawn with a giant ruler. By contrast, the dirt track on his left resembled a child’s crayon drawing, edges smudged, zigging and zagging around clumps of wild brambles before disappearing into the bowels of Greylock Plantation.  

He was tempted to drive on through. Pretend he missed the turn and ended up in Fort Kent by accident, but no one would believe him. Any kid raised in The Plantation knew where their only escape route met access to the outside world. 

He signaled left with a blinker, though no one was around to see it, not even the moose too smart to be on the road this late at night. 


His truck bottomed out after crossing the culvert.  


He should have remembered how spring run-off pooled at the lowest point of the road only to recede and take half the gravel with it. Savannah said snow had been heavy this winter and only finished melting a couple of weeks ago. No-see-ums were having a field day, preying on her son so much she bathed him in Avon’s Skin-So-Soft. Jake hated baths and didn’t like the smell, but neither did the blood-sucking mites, so it was a win-win in her book. 

The truck humped and thumped up the steep dirt road until Levi thought his teeth might crack from the impact. He didn’t see the dry wash filled with loose gravel. His tires spun. Rear wheel drive on a soft slope going nowhere.  

Easing off the gas pedal, he shifted into neutral and let the truck roll backwards. When the tires gained purchase again, he steered around the bulk of the dry wash and catapulted over the last hill with a line of pebbles spitting out behind him like a row of firecrackers.  

Ahead the road leveled off and split around a few thousand pounds of glacial erratic. Brambles choked the left fork, barring any travel and almost, but not quite, obliterating the wooden sign nailed to the apple tree: Michaud. 

If they climbed that tree once, they climbed it a hundred times, Julie Michaud, Savannah and him. Last time he saw it the bark was peppered with holes from woodboring beetles. That was nine years ago during a flying visit for his grandmother’s funeral. The tree probably couldn’t hold a cat now, let alone three kids, yet it sprouted green leaves and bore that sign to a house no longer lived in. 


Vowing to cut it down, he yanked the wheel to the right and rumbled through the forest. 


His headlights flashed across his grandfather’s trailer slumbering in darkness several yards back from the road.  

A single outside light shone from the next building. Three bob houses nailed together and propped up on cinder blocks. The current owners bought it as a hunting cabin and had the light on a timer, set to turn on at dusk and off at dawn. Savannah said their grandfather planned to offer them one chance to rethink this the next time they came up to stay. If they didn’t see the wisdom of nighttime being a dark time, he’d turn the light off with his gun. 

Around a bend of ruts that challenged his truck’s suspension, the last two buildings came into view. On the left side of a gravel turnaround was the Michaud log cabin. His father’s ranch sat on the right. Levi parked beneath the wrap-around deck and turned off the truck engine. 

No outside light for him, even though he was expected. He was half tempted to repay that lack of welcome by climbing the bank and going in through the kitchen door, but his father had only been released from the hospital today, or yesterday because a glance at his watch showed it was well past midnight.  

So instead of causing a commotion, he peeled himself away from the truck’s vinyl seat and slid to the ground. Stretched and cracked his six-foot frame. Grabbed his duffel bag from the passenger side and went in through the basement’s sliding glass doors. 

Motion sensor lights flickered above him. Muted yellow glinted off the metal handles on the wood stove and caressed the chrome forks of the chopper sitting up on blocks near the back wall. He skirted the pool table and went around the staircase to the bedroom door opposite his father’s Harley. Not a motorcycle, that was too mundane a word for his pre-AMF beast.  

“Company went to hell in sixty-nine,” his father said, ignoring the fact that HarleyDavidson might have gone extinct without AMF’s financial lifeline, “lucky this panhead was made before then.” 

Levi never corrected him, but he was pretty sure his father knew the shovelhead engine had already replaced the pan before the AMF merger.  

Day to day Richard Turner lived in the modern age. Down here in the basement, the walls were covered with David Mann art from Easyriders magazine. The only break was at the bottom of the stairs where an almost life-size poster from Bob Seger and the Silver Bullet Band’s 1986 tour held pride of place. Giving the throaty crooner a passing nod as if they were old friends, Levi pushed open the bedroom door. 

Savannah had been here. The comforter was turned down. The window was open a few inches. Caught in the lamp’s glow, a piece of yellow construction paper propped against the pillows read, Welcome home, Uncle Levi.  

A lot of things hadn’t turned out the way they wanted them to, he and Savannah, but her son Jake wasn’t one of them. He’d do anything for the nine-year-old, even make this trip back to The Plantation so mother and son could take a long-awaited vacation without worrying about his father recovering from hip replacement surgery.  

Levi dropped his duffel bag and moved the paper to the nightstand. Kicking off his boots, he slid his belt free of the loops and tossed it over the single straight back chair. He should probably change into something comfortable, or at least take off the road-weary t-shirt and jeans he’d had on since leaving North Carolina at dawn, but as soon as he sat down on the bed his muscles went lax. It was a wonder he managed to swing his legs up onto the mattress before passing out cold. 

He was at the wood pile late the next afternoon while his father watched television when a vehicle came up the bank. Wiping sweat from his brow with a shirtsleeve, he peered at the dusty black Hummer pulling in beside his father’s truck. Sun glinted on the windshield so he couldn’t see who it was. Probably the doc his grandfather mentioned when he came by earlier.  

Should he introduce himself? He didn’t know many doctors who made house calls. Maybe he should at least say thank you and sit in on the appointment, so he’d know what was going on.  

Propping the axe against the woodshed, he wiped his palms on his pants legs in case he needed to shake hands.  

The Hummer’s driver side door opened. Someone jumped to the ground. Navy dress slacks above pointed brown shoes appeared below the door. The doc was a lady then.  

Now that he was closer, he could see more of her. A little bit on the short side, with a wild mane of corkscrew curls the color of Rita’s coffee after she added half a cup of French 

Vanilla creamer to it. A shapely rear end jutted out of the vehicle when the doc bent over the seat and reached inside for something. She pulled back and he snapped his gaze up, just in time to meet a pair of flashing hazel eyes and a lip curled with disdain. “About time you showed up.” 

Son of a bitch! He was so dumbfounded, he just stood there while Carissa Michaud slammed the Hummer door shut, yanked a bag over her shoulder, and walked past him to the kitchen door. 


“Coming in?” 


It wasn’t so much a question as a challenge. And if the way she let the screen door slam behind her was any indication, she didn’t care if he followed her or not. 


He followed the mouthy little tagalong. 

“How you doing today, Richard?” 

No vinegar in her tone now. She was all sweet solicitation. 


“Not bad.” His father sat at the kitchen table, reading an old print issue of Field & Stream magazine. He flipped it over on the table and watched Carissa unsling the bag from her shoulder. “I picked up some things for you at the grocery store.” 


“No need.” 

“What’s the plan for supper, then? You know man can’t live on hamburgers alone.” 

“Got all the food groups.” 


She rolled her eyes while unpacking grapes, cereal, blueberries, and a quart of milk. “So you say. Ketchup is your fruits and vegetables, cheese is dairy, the burger is meat, and the bun and beer are your starches.” She recited the list as if she’d heard him say it a hundred times before, which she might have. “Let’s just mix things up a little bit, okay?” 

His father grunted. Looked at Levi still standing by the door and raised his eyebrows as if to ask what he was doing there. He could sit, but after that snarky greeting outside he wasn’t going to give Carissa Michaud a height advantage over him. He stood. 

“You can put those away.” She barely glanced over her shoulder when issuing the order before taking a seat beside his father. “Let’s see how your blood pressure is this afternoon.” 

Levi put the cereal in the cabinet and stored the rest of the food in the refrigerator. The quart of milk in the door was past its expiration date, so he dumped it down the sink and tossed the empty container in the trash. Then, because he couldn’t think of anything else to do, he started a pot of coffee brewing in the electric pot on the counter while she wrapped his father’s biceps with a blood pressure cuff from her bag and put a stethoscope to the inside of his elbow. 


“Color looks good.” 


Levi leaned against the counter and looked on while she pumped the cuff, watched the dial, and listened to his father’s body work. 

“Not bad,” she pronounced when the cuff deflated. Pulling the ends of the stethoscope free from her ears and draping it around her neck, she unwrapped the blood pressure cuff and returned it to her bag. “For you, that is.” 


His father grunted. 


“The grapes and blueberries might help bring your numbers down. They’re not just pretty colors on your plate, you know. And the cereal is whole grain.” 


Another grunt. 


“It’s always such a pleasure talking to you, Richard. Let’s see if your heart has more to say.” 

Putting the stethoscope to her ears again, she tapped the bell before placing it over his chest and listening for a minute. Then she pinched his wrist between her thumb and first two fingers, counting his pulse. 

“Well?” his father asked when she slid a phone from her bag and punched some keys, probably recording his vital statistics. 

“You’re not dead yet.” She put everything away in her bag. “Which means a game of cribbage won’t kill you.”  

His father took the game board down from a nail on the wall behind him while she retrieved a deck of playing cards from a cabinet drawer. It was obvious the two of them had done this before. 

“I’ll take a cup of that coffee, Levi.” She didn’t even look at him when she said it, making him realize the pot was no longer percolating and the light on the front indicated it was done brewing. 


“Please.” 


They both gave him their attention; Carissa with surprise that he had spoken, he guessed, and his father with a scowl, because what he said was rude. Tough.  


Hazel eyes narrowed above her freckled nose. She waited.  


He wasn’t surprised when she dropped her gaze, she had never been able to outstare any of them as a kid, but he hadn’t anticipated her next move.  

Getting to her feet, she opened a cabinet door, snagged two mugs with one hand, and grabbed the coffee pot with the other. Taking all three back to the table, she poured coffee for herself and his father. They added cream and sugar from the lazy susan in the center of the table, then she put the pot back on the counter and returned to her seat. 


His father took a sip of coffee. Carissa reached for the deck of cards.  

Levi slammed out of the house. 


He was stacking wood inside the shed when she came out half an hour later. He thought she would just get in her Hummer and go, but apparently she had something to say, because she came to the open doorway and crossed her arms like a disapproving drill sergeant while he finished what he was doing. 


“How long are you here for?”  


He shrugged. The Family Medical Leave Act entitled him to twelve weeks if he needed them, but he would be gone as soon as his father could take care of himself. Summer was a busy time for wildlife enforcement officers, and though his department had seasonal help, he hated letting the team down by being away. 


“Still a talented conversationalist.” 

“Are you really a doctor?” 

He didn’t know which one of them was more surprised by his question.  

“No. A nurse practitioner. Your grandfather just calls me doc.” 

“You come all the way out here to see my father, though.” He wondered if she did that 


for all her patients. 

“All the way out here?” She looked perplexed for a minute, then her mouth opened like something had dawned on her. “I live across the yard.” She lifted her chin in the direction of her family’s log cabin. “Unlike some people, I didn’t run away when shit hit the fan.” 
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Chapter Two - Carissa 
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Carissa didn’t even get the Hummer door open. Or, rather, it was open about an inch before the flat of Levi’s palm slammed it closed again. 


“You can’t throw down like that and walk away,” he growled above her head. 


“Oh, can’t I?” Spinning around, she dropped her bag to the ground and shoved his chest with both hands. He didn’t budge. She didn’t care. No way was she backing down from this long overdue confrontation.  

“You’ve got a few home truths coming to you, and if no one else has the balls, or the guts, to hand them to you, I will.” 

His head snapped back like she’d struck him. Good. She knew enough about Levi Turner to feel his misery thirteen years ago; she liked the boy enough to miss him when he was gone; and she hated the man enough to serve his pride up on a platter if it would bring him to his senses. 

Poking his sternum with her index finger, she unloaded on him. “You are one selfish son of a bitch. It’s bad enough you left that man in there, kids usually move out when they grow up, but you abandoned Savannah, too, and not once, not once in all the years since then, have you bothered to come home and see either one of them.” 


“I was here for my grandmother’s funeral.” 


“Big of you. You flew in and out again in the space of twenty fours. Had the ice cubes in the punchbowl at the reception even melted before you were gone again?” 


Another jerk. Score two for her. 

“I’ve seen Savannah.” 


“Oh. Right. You meet her in Portland once a year when you come to see your mother. Kill two birds with one stone. Do you know your sister hates that city? Have you ever bothered to ask her if she likes making a four-hour drive one way to see your sorry ass?”  

He took a breath like he was going to say something else, but she didn’t give him a chance. Holding up her hand to ward him off, she said, “And don’t talk to me about North Carolina. I know you paid for her and Jake to come visit you there last year, and to Montana when you graduated college. Convenient for you.” 

He took a step away at last. His jaw worked but remained closed. Like a cow chewing cud, she thought, disgusted that even when his eyes blazed with anger, he wouldn’t speak. “Cat got your tongue?” 


That extra goading worked. 


Gritting his teeth, he brought his face close to hers and snarled, “You know why we didn’t want you around when we were growing up, Pudge?” 


She felt the blood drain from her cheeks at the hated nickname. Score one for him. 

“You never could mind your own business and you never shut your damn mouth.” They were even now. 


Bending down, she scooped up her bag and dug inside it for her keys, only to remember they were dangling from the ignition. A fat tear spilled from her eye. Whether or not it was righteous, anger always did this to her. Like the uncommon emotion was too big to fit inside her five-foot three frame and it broke through an internal dam to come pouring out. Frustrated, she blinked her vision clear and yanked the Hummer door open. 

Levi stalked across the lawn to the house. Had she even made a dent in his guilty arrogance? Probably not. But someone had to take a shot at him, and it wasn’t going to be the big sister who adored and protected him even after all these years. Carissa liked his father, but the two of them spoke the same language-which is to say, they hardly spoke at all-so hell would freeze over before they sat down and had a heart-to-heart about anything. His grandfather was his only hope, yet he wouldn’t bring up the past for fear of scaring Levi off for another thirteen years.  

That left her. Yes, sticking her nose in where it didn’t belong, but she was a medical professional. Her calling was to fix things. Broken bones, broken hearts, broken families. 

Starting the engine, she drove around the grassy bank Richard Turner used as a driveway, coasted down the hill and across the hard packed circle of dirt to her parent’s house.  

Red, white, and blue buntings anchored to the porch railings fluttered in the breeze. Wind chimes dangled above them, playing an arrhythmic melody in competition with the birds hidden in the treetops behind the house. Candy and Fudge were curled up on the wicker loveseat, enjoying the early evening sun as only cats can do. 


Carissa sat behind the wheel and waited for the normalcy of it all to cool her temper.  If only that sixty-nine pickup truck wasn’t staring at her in the rearview mirror. 


Deliberately looking away from it, she got out of the Hummer and climbed the porch steps to the screen door. From the shadowed interior of the great room, she could see a pot on the stove boiling steam into the rafters while a soft rock tune from the seventies rode the airwaves. 

What was it about The Plantation that kept everyone in the past? Levi’s grandfather was a regular at bingo tables and potluck dinners. His father drove an oil truck every day and spent at least a couple nights a week at the bars. Her own father was gone Monday through Friday flying the friendly skies for a major airline’s cargo division. Yet it was almost like they entered some weird time warp at Corriveau Crossing, all stuck in different decades, Calvin Turner in the sixties, her parents in the seventies, and Richard Turner in the eighties.  

If she stayed here long enough, would she revert to two thousand eleven? God, she hoped not. She didn’t want to sit around eating macaroni and cheese watching Harry Potter movies wishing she was Britney Spears. 

“Coming in?” her mother called, and Carissa followed her voice to the corner of the dining area. “I’m making spaghetti.” 

What else? Her mom always made comfort food to welcome her father home at the end of the week. She said she could cook something fancy, but he ate in restaurants all week long, so she made sure he had real food on his return. 

Carissa pushed open the screen door, kicked her shoes off on the welcome mat and dropped her bag onto the bench beside it. 


“How’s Richard this evening?” 

“Good. He’s still got a lot of drugs in him, making him sleepy.” 

“You beat him at cribbage, then?” 


Carissa padded on stocking feet across the hardwood floor to the refrigerator, opened the door and looked inside for who knows what and, not finding it, closed the door again. “Yeah, it was hard to pretend I didn’t see his mistakes. I wanted him to think it was close, though.” 


“He does have the Turner pride.” 


“You’re telling me.” She took a glass from the countertop and filled it with water from the tap. “Levi’s home.” 

“Hmm.” Her mother finished deadheading the flowering plant on the windowsill and finally turned in her wheelchair to face Carissa. “Calvin said he got in late last night. Or early this morning, I guess.” She waved her elbow over the motion-activated trash can and when the lid opened, brushed flower petals from her palms into the container. “Did you see him?” 


“Yeah.” 

“How does he look?” 


Which answer did she give? That he was still the best-looking male specimen on the planet, despite thirteen years during which he could have gone bald, grown fat, or at the very least become a muted version of his teenage self? He was as fit as anyone could possibly be, evidenced by his muscles bunching and releasing beneath the plaid shirt he wore while working in the wood pile. And, yeah, she noticed. She’d have to be dead not to. Or did she tell her mother that he looked tired, face ravaged by guilt and sorrow he wore like a badge and inflicted on everyone around him? 

She settled for saying, “He looks good. Maybe twenty, thirty pounds heavier than when he left, but...” 


“The Marines don’t let you get soft.” 


“No.” Carissa drank the water and placed the glass on the back of the sink to use again later. “Need any help with supper?” 

Her mother shook her head, stirring the pasta sauce on the stove and adding a few shakes of black pepper. 

“Dad running late?” It was already six thirty. He usually came in low and tipped his wings even if they weren’t outside, before circling north and landing at the Caribou airport. She hadn’t heard his plane flying over, but that might have been because she was too busy giving Levi Turner a piece of her mind. 

“He called and said he’d be here around seven.” Her mother opened the refrigerator and took out a bag of lettuce, a cucumber, and some cherry tomatoes. 


“I think I’ll take Bruno out for his walk, then.” 

Hazel eyes regarded her over the top of the refrigerator door. “What have you done, 


Carissa?” 

“Nothing.” She didn’t know why she bothered to bluff. Her mother could always see right through her. 


“You didn’t have a run-in with Levi, did you?” 

More like a toe-to-toe. Even in her head that wasn’t a funny comeback.  


Buying herself time, she sat on the bench and pulled on her hiking shoes. She was still wearing her work clothes, but she had to get out of the house. Right now, otherwise she’d end up confessing that she had been a bitch to a man who had every reason to stay away from The Plantation; for the rest of his life, if he wanted to. She should feel remorse, yet the truth is she’d do it again. 


“I behaved myself, Mom.” 

“Uh-huh.” Doubt laced an otherwise pleasant voice. 

“Gotta go.” 

Out on the porch she let her tight shoulders relax.  


Thwack. Levi was at the woodshed again. She could smell burgers grilling so he must be cooking supper, too. 


Another thwack.  


Resisting the urge to look in that direction, she jogged down the dirt track, around the corrugated washouts, past the bob house architecture, and up to Calvin Turner’s trailer. Bruno’s whine leaked out through the seams in the aluminum siding even before she climbed the steps to knock on the screen door. 


“Come in, doc.” 


“I’m not a doctor, Calvin,” she reminded him for the umpteenth time, pushing open the door. Stale marijuana and fried bacon perfumed the interior. Empty cans of Moxie lined the windowsill behind the recliner where he sat, an orange can of the soft drink in his hand, his pet skunk curled up on his lap. A rerun of Jeopardy played on the television. “How much soda have you had today?” 


“Tonic.” 

“It’s the same thing.” 


“Enough to keep the prostate healthy.” He took a big gulp of the bitter liquid and burped to show his appreciation. “Here for Bruno?” 


The mongrel immediately thumped his tail and whined again. 

“Yeah.” She opened the screen door behind her. “Ready to go for a walk, boy?” 

“Don’t keep him out too late.” 


With a wave, she let the dog precede her down the steps, then joined him and started down the road to Junction Rock. A silly name she and her cousin Julie gave to the glacial erratic when they first moved to Greylock Plantation. She was five, Julie was eight, and they thought it was a magical place compared to the duplex their families had shared on a crowded street in Lewiston.  

Bruno relieved himself on the base of the apple tree and Carissa straightened the sign nailed to the tree trunk: Michaud. The tree was dying, despite its green leaves, but it was a symbol of everything innocent and good in her childhood, and she selfishly hoped it suffered a little while longer because when it finally succumbed to the larvae riddling its trunk, she’d probably wail like a banshee. 

They had spent hours at this tree, Julie, Savannah, Levi, and her. They climbed it even though they knew she wouldn’t follow them. Okay, because they knew she wouldn’t follow them, but she had liked sitting beneath the branches, listening to the three of them talk.  

They were so grown up. As a kid, three- or four-years difference in age seems like a world of experience.  

Levi and Savannah talked about classes and classmates at Washburn District High School. Julie daydreamed aloud of all the things she would do someday, when she was old enough to leave The Plantation. Her parents insisted on home schooling her, so she learned about life outside from the Turner siblings, and Carissa absorbed every word the three of them said. 

Bruno finished his business. They slipped through a small opening in the brambles and down the long-neglected road to her aunt and uncle’s former homestead.  

A pump handle rusted beneath the setting sun in the middle of the circular drive. The well’s base was veiled by overgrown vetch and Timothy grass
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