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            INTRODUCTION

          

          MICHAEL KELLY

        

      

    

    
      Oh, Canada!

      I can thank David G. Hartwell and Glenn Grant for this volume. Don Hutchison, as well.

      The late 80s and early 90s were a formative time for me, a nascent writer of short horror stories. Short fiction was my tonic, and there was an abundance of amazing anthologies published throughout that period to feed my passion: The Dark Descent (David G. Hartwell, ed.), Cutting Edge (Dennis Etchison, ed.), Prime Evil (Douglas E. Winter, ed.), Silver Scream (David J. Schow, ed.), The Shadows series (Charles L. Grant, ed.), The Year’s Best Fantasy & Horror series (Ellen Datlow & Terri Windling, eds.), the Best New Horror series (Stephen Jones, ed.) and more.

      I ravenously consumed these books and numerous other magazines publishing horror and dark, strange fiction. I wanted to be a writer. And I was. And still am, on occasion. Eventually, though, I figured out that what I really wanted to do was to gather and assemble the dark magic that made up those anthologies and magazines. I wanted to be an editor and anthologist like David G. Hartwell, and Ellen Datlow. They were as much my literary heroes as were my writing idols Shirley Jackson, Ray Bradbury, and Charles Beaumont.

      Which brings us to Hartwell, Grant, and Hutchison.

      In 1994 Tor published Northern Stars: The Anthology of Canadian Science Fiction, a reprint anthology gathering work from some of Canada’s best-known writers of SF, like William Gibson, Peter Watts, and Charles de Lint, edited by the aforementioned David G. Hartwell and Glenn Grant. Then in 1999 Tor published a companion volume, Northern Suns (Hartwell & Grant, eds.), featuring Margaret Atwood, Cory Doctorow, and many more Canadian authors. Ostensibly SF, this volume veered into fantasy and horror. And from 1992 to 1999 a small Canadian publisher, Mosaic Press, published 5 volumes of the Northern Frights series, edited by the redoubtable Don Hutchison. Here then were anthologies that showed the breadth and collective talent of Canadian writers all across this vast country.

      The seed was planted. One day I would edit an all-Canadian anthology of dark tales. And that day has arrived. Granted, it took some considerable time for that seed to germinate. Along the way I have edited numerous other projects. Always, though, that core notion lurked in the dim recesses of my mind, waiting to step into the light.

      Northern Nights, then, is an homage to Northern Stars; Northern Suns; and Northern Frights. It’s also a tribute to the editors and writers who shaped me—in turn shaping this very volume.

      Herein you’ll have discovered a selection of strange stories as varied as the Canadian landscape, their only shared commonalities, perhaps, being their sense of isolation, loneliness, and the adversarial nature of Canada’s wilderness in the north at night.

      I’ve always felt that Canadian fiction has a unique sensibility. The same is true of many other regions, of course, so Canada is no different. Some of our viewpoint is rooted in the literary traditions of Britain, France, and the United States. There is no denying that. But Canada’s geography and culture—vast and increasingly diverse—is shaping new, very welcome, perspectives. To me, there is a candid earnestness to our literature. We’re a young country with densely populated urban cities and great expanses of rural areas. It lends itself to honest and sincere writing. And that geographical and cultural expanse is the perfect backdrop for dark tidings.

      Herein you’ll find tales from both the west and east coasts; from the prairies and central regions. Stories in French settlements; and tales steeped in the history of Canada’s conflicted past.

      Our featured authors amply illustrate the talents of a varied cross-section of this vast land, showcasing a range and distinct spirit and sensibility exclusive to a night in the Canadian north.

      I hope you enjoy your journey through these northern nights.

      
        
        Michael Kelly

        Ontario, Canada

        March 2024

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RESCUE STATION

          

          NAYANI JENSEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        109 miles off the coast of Nova Scotia

      

      

      If only there had been a doctor.

      “We should never have come,” his wife said. She sat perfectly still on the chair beside the small bed. “We shouldn’t be here,” she said. She whispered it over and over, until it lost all sense.

      She didn’t say it was his fault, but she also didn’t look at him.

      He stared down into the blankets, at his daughter’s thin face pressed into the pillows. The room was too small; his bad leg twitched and slammed against the bed frame, and the bed rocked. Beneath the blankets, Anna twisted and moaned.

      He took a deep breath.

      “I’m going to the water,” he said, but it was too loud in the small room.

      He closed the door as gently as he could behind him.

      He walked out of the small house, out through the garden they had dragged out of the sand and grass, out to where the water started. He allowed himself a moment of fantasy in which he sat in the room with the bed on his own, without anyone watching. Maybe he would play the piano (in his fantasy it was not out of tune and full of sand, as it was in life, as everything was). Anna had always loved the piano, but he had not played it enough for her, and when the steamer came last month bringing supplies, he had forgotten to ask about tuning it. It was a very small thing, but he had forgotten.

      His wife could work on her garden and he could play the piano into the stillness of the house, the way it had been when they first arrived.

      When they met half a lifetime ago, he had been a big, lumbering man, and she small and fierce. Not beautiful—she looked like the kind of girl who would cuss out a cab driver for taking too long. If he was being honest there was something attractive about that. It made his blood warm.

      “She’s too good for you,” his brother had said.

      His brother was right. Now he was greying, and she was thin and worn-down like the pale, stunted trees that fought with the gales.

      He sat down in the sand with the water crashing nearby. It would be a rough night, the south-westerly wind already snarling. He thought about the two little crosses out by the ponds, and then tried not to think of them.

      It felt like a very long time ago when he had first received the offer for this job.

      “Turn it down, John,” his wife had said. “There’s nothing out there.”

      “I can’t,” he’d said. “It’s a big promotion.”

      But three other people had already turned it down. He’d wanted to come. It was the idea of it—running this place, building things up on the sand, men who looked up to him, sons climbing around with the wild horses, a kingdom unto itself⁠—

      He would’ve died to grow up that way.

      But their boys had not made it past a year, and then there had been only Anna. Even then he thought for certain Anna would be the one, that Anna would not leave them, and the older she got the more he had been relieved, confident. She was strong as a boy, a wild thing. Too wild.

      If only there had been a doctor. He was quite certain the break in her arm could have been fixed, the infection avoided. There was a moment where she had looked up at him, from the floor of the unfinished barn that he had told her to stay away from—and he knew that she knew it was fixable, but that he, her father, did not know what to do.

      Sand crunched against his fingers. Sand and sand and more sand. The water snarled.

      He’d never thought much about sand before coming here.

      I’ll stop drinking, he thought. I’ll buy a whole new piano.

      I’ll send another letter begging for the west light to be moved before the dune collapses. I’ll rebuild it myself.

      He wasn’t much of a praying man. He felt awkward about it.

      You can take me instead.

      He’d read this somewhere and it had stuck with him, but it sounded idiotic and cowardly when he said it.

      He stared towards the water.

      I’ll go back to the mainland. I’ll give it up, leave it for someone else.

      Or I’ll stay here. I’ll work harder.

      The sky was deep purple overhead, but immediately in front the fog stretched out in a wall of grey over the water.

      Out across the dunes the horn sounded, guttural, wailing.

      It came so suddenly, so unexpected, that it had to sound twice before he registered it.

      The relief was immediate. He scrambled to his feet. Two quiet months, and now, at last, when he had asked for it⁠—

      It was a sign.

      He was supposed to do his job.

      The horn blared on, the peculiar, tinny sound of Station Two. A moment later the main station picked it up. He ran back to the house. The men were already moving, dragging out the cart, grabbing ropes and lamps.

      His wife watched with her arms folded tight across her chest.

      “Let the men do it,” she said. “John⁠—”

      “It won’t take long,” he said. “An hour. I promise.”

      He couldn’t explain to her about it being a sign; she wouldn’t understand.

      The horn paused and then started again. Close enough for the ropes, the signal said. In-between stations. He pulled on his long boots and ran, ahead of the cart. He was a fast runner. He couldn’t feel his bad leg at all when he ran. The sand fell away; the grass fell back on either side.

      He was faster than the horses.

      Bob Morash was waiting at the edge of the water.

      “Sorry, sir. Didn’t want to call. We just spotted her. Might have been there a while, the fog was so thick.”

      The ship was visible only for moments as the fog shifted, up beyond the west light on the bank. Always that damn spot—there had been more wrecks there than he could count. He ran further along.

      Small, three masts, fore-and-aft rigging—European, if he had to guess, a crew of eight or ten; probably merchant, nothing too valuable. They’d retrieve the goods once it was light. He couldn’t see any lifeboats in the water: good, they were more likely to lose people than not in that fog.

      “Tricky shot,” Morash said.

      Close enough for the ropes to reach, but already difficult in the falling darkness, and almost impossible with the fog.

      They blew the air horn, and Morash handed him the megaphone.

      “Barque crew,” he shouted. “Barque crew, this is the Island rescue station. Help is coming.”

      His voice echoed out over the waves. He had the loudest voice on the island—they had tested it one afternoon. Foghorn John, the men said.

      “Barque crew, we are looking for lights. We will send ropes.”

      Behind him the rest of the men and the horse came panting up with the cart, bouncing over the sand. In a few minutes the gun had been unloaded and secured in the sand, the ropes loaded in. They were so efficient; they had done this many times, rehearsed it many more. It pleased him.

      Lights flickered in the fog, presumably bow and stern. Brighter than he’d expected: good.

      “Where’s Colly?”

      “Here, sir.”

      “Your shot.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They were unusually deferent, nervous; he knew they were thinking of Anna.

      “Easy, boys,” he said. “Focus. They’ll be cold, if she’s taking on water. They might have been out there for hours. Get the blankets and take them straight back to the house as they come in.”

      He lifted the megaphone again. “Stand back. Repeat. Stand back. We are sending ropes.”

      He helped the men line the gun up. It shone faintly in the lamplight, a beautiful thing.

      There had been nothing nearly like this when he arrived. Half the number of men, only three stations, fewer rescue shacks.

      “Positions. Firing in three—in two—in one⁠—”

      The shot rang out over the water, and there was a faint splash.

      “Too far to bow.”

      “Sorry, sir. The wind⁠—”

      “That’s all right, Colly. Reel it in. Reset, everyone.”

      The fog was lifting slightly, the air bitter but not unbearable, the sea rough but not the worst he’d seen.

      I’ll build another rescue shack, he thought. I’ll inspect them myself; I’ll double the drills.

      I’ll report that hogshead of rum we recovered and stashed in main station.

      “Firing in three—in two—in one⁠—”

      It landed. The line went taut as the crew on the vessel pulled it in.

      He fixed the rig on the sand, slowly reeled the breeches buoy out over the water. Out it went: the life preserver ring swung back and forth, and the canvas leggings sewn inside it danced ridiculously into the fog.

      The rope went taut under his fingers, straining.

      “Pull!”

      The first man came into view, limp against the ropes. He waded out to pull the man in. Waves crashed at his knees, louder than the voices of the men on the shore, louder than the creaking lines.

      The man had a lumpen face, water-soaked hair. There was blood on his clothes. An accident on the ship, perhaps. Or injured in the effort to free the vessel.

      “Nine,” the man said. “Nine more.”

      Broken English: from somewhere northern, he thought.

      “I’ll get them,” he said.

      He lifted the man out of the canvas supports of the buoy and deposited him on shore. The man hacked and coughed and dragged himself up the sand.

      I’ll be better, he thought, staring out into the water, watching the buoy vanishing again into the fog. I’ll do better.

      He thought of his wife when their first child was born, when everything was new and good.

      He loved his wife. He did.

      The buoy came back towards him.

      Another man. Another. One man had a baby bundled to his chest.

      He stared at the little bald head as the man carried it up the sand, gasping something. Perhaps thanking him. Like playing God, this life and death. How many men had he dragged from the water like this? Dead, alive, half-alive. Hundreds; eleven wrecks last year alone.

      He thought of the two little crosses on the hill, of his wife screaming.

      The waves slapped and heaved against him.

      The next man was half-conscious. He had a soft, plain face, and his fingers were clutched around something—a pair of glasses. The man’s eyes fluttered open, looked at him directly. There was blood coming from somewhere under his layers of clothing.

      He felt like the man knew him, and was aware of a vague sort of shame.

      The voices of the men on shore were faint, far away.

      I’ll trade him for Anna, he thought.

      If he dies, Anna lives.

      He didn’t know where this thought came from, only that he was certain of it, the way he knew the distress signal had been a sign he was supposed to be here.

      The man’s fingers slipped, trembled, grasped the offered hand.

      “Thank you,” the man whispered. “Thank you.”

      He had seen many people die. He had seen even more people who were already dead. They washed up like seaweed, or were uncovered like old wrecks by the shifting winds, and he would record them all in his logbook: Young man. No uniform. Cross and flask. No other belongings.

      He held the man.

      The water lapped at his waist, and the man floated in it, gasping quietly.

      “Please,” the man said.

      He should pull the man onto the sand and wrap him in the blanket, should give him whisky from the flask.

      He didn’t.

      It felt right, to stand like this in the ocean, to look down at the man’s face. It was the face of a decent man, someone kind, patient. There was no use explaining how he knew this. He just did.

      Maybe all men were good in the moment before they died.

      Is this what you want? he thought, and the island moaned and shifted under his feet.

      The man whispered something, no longer speaking English.

      Time expanded and contracted. Breath for breath. He held the man’s hand tightly. His palms were soft, but his grip was solid.

      He thought of holding Anna’s hands as he walked with her around the island.

      The man’s glasses slipped from his fingers and vanished into the water. There was a moment in which they were visible, the metal rim shining, and then they were gone into the darkness.

      The man was still.

      He closed the damp eyes, kissed the cold forehead, floated the man back to shore.

      “Poor bugger,” Morash said, and if he’d seen anything he said nothing about it.

      He nodded. Inside his chest was a vague, hot sense of triumph.

      “I should go back,” he said.

      He couldn’t bear to be in the water for another moment. He wanted to clean the sand and clammy sensation of the man’s hands away; he wanted to see Anna.

      “There’s only two more,” Morash said. “We’ll manage fine.”

      He could have kissed Morash, too.

      He walked back—great, enormous strides with the sky deep blue overhead and the stars out.

      His wife was waiting in the doorway. There was something in her face, something new and trembling. He put his arms around her and drew her close against him, kissed her full on the mouth. She put her hands in his hair. The other men came out behind her, blankets around their shoulders, all talking.

      “There’s a doctor,” his wife whispered, into his cheek. “John, there’s a doctor with them.”

      I knew it, he thought, and his heart was enormous. I knew it.

      He strode into the bedroom and knelt next to the bed.

      Anna’s face was small and thin, pale like the man on the beach. He lifted her little hands onto his lap.

      He wanted to tell her what he’d done.

      The men were still talking behind him. He composed himself, took off his coat and long boots.

      “Which is the doctor?”

      The men tried to explain, translating amongst themselves.

      “Surgeon,” the first man said. “Going to Boston. Tall⁠—”

      He pointed to his eyes, gesturing.

      Glasses.

      “A good doctor,” the first man said. “The Captain’s friend.”

      “Where are the other men?” his wife said.

      He sat back down next to the bed.

      He watched Anna’s breaths. She breathed like the man in the water had, little breaths, gasps.

      His bad leg jammed up against the low frame. The bed rocked. In the distance, water pounded against the surf.

      In and out. In and out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE NEEDLE SONG

          

          SIMON STRANTZAS

        

      

    

    
      We all sang the Needle song on the way to Kearney. Or most of us did.

      Our whole class gathered that cool Saturday in May around the school bus parked inside the Zellers lot. Everyone was there, along with our doting parents, for the annual Outdoor Education trip to which Mr. Parsons took each year’s graduating eighth-graders. This was our year, and me, Eric, and Steig knew it would be something to remember.

      I didn’t expect Ned would join us. He never participated in class trips. Eric, Steig, and I assumed he preferred staying home with his mom. There was no particular reason why we didn’t get along with him; sometimes kids just don’t gel. The only time he crossed my mind that year was when Steig came up with calling him Needle, which led to the best song we’d ever written. It was so funny I breathlessly recounted the story for my dad that night when he got home. Instead of laughing he turned serious and made me promise to not make fun of Ned anymore. And asked me to look out for him instead. Maybe find something in common with him. My dad insisted it was important, though I wasn’t sold. It sounded like a lesson, and I wasn’t looking to learn anything I didn’t have to.

      Everyone else’s parents were milling around the parking lot to see their sons off. I only had my dad there, and only because it was his weekend with me he was giving up. He said he and my mom had made arrangements to have me spend more time with him in the summer to make up for it, but I had a feeling my mom just wanted a way to extend her vacation guiltlessly. She had fought him for partial custody as a punishment. She knew being separated from me would be upsetting for him. She probably never considered what it would do to me.

      And yet I was going away without him. It made me nervous, and I suspect it did the same to poor, frail Ned. He trembled as he waited behind the crowd of crying parents. Steig spotted him immediately. “We’re only going for four days,” he said incredulously. “We’ll be back before anyone knows we’ve left.”

      That didn’t seem likely. My dad was already looking lost and confused in the chaos. Even more so when Ned slid through the gauntlet of parents toward him. I saw my dad take a step back when Ned arrived, then the two of them spoke. It was a strange sight amid the harried departure; my two worlds—my private and my public—were colliding.

      “You jealous?” Eric asked, pushing his elbow into my ribs. I jerked away.

      “Screw off,” I said. “Needle’s just lost without his mommy to tell him what to do.” Then I tried to shove Eric. I was the only one who moved.

      Mr. Parsons then emerged from the idling bus and summoned us to board. Amid the rushed final kisses and goodbyes between the parents and my classmates I noticed Ned had already gone and my dad was now waiting for me a few steps from the bus’s lowered platform. His eyes were full of tears.

      “I’m going to miss you while you’re gone, kid. Please be safe.”

      “I will Dad. What was Needle saying to you?”

      “Please don’t call him that. And promise me you’ll look out for him. His mom says he doesn’t have anybody else.”

      “You know his mom?”

      “I know everybody’s mom. I’m a dad,” he said. “Now, promise me.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I promise.”

      He wiped his eyes and gave me the longest, tightest hug I’d ever had. Then he handed me my overnight bag and I stepped aboard the bus. I was trepidatious at first, but by the time I reached my seat I felt excited. My first adventure away from home. Outside the window my dad stood among the parents waving, the joy on his face replaced by something else. Something that concerned me. Before I had a chance to question it the bus jerked to life and we were slowly pulling out of the Zellers lot and onto the busy street, heading toward the highway and adventure.

      Four hours and one repeated song later we stepped off the school bus into a burning orange afternoon. Mr. Parsons had barely finished counting us before the driver swooped the doors closed and the bus pulled away, stranding us in the middle of nowhere. I watched taillights fade out and felt a knot form in my stomach. Before I could think about it too long Mr. Parsons hurriedly grouped us together, then marched us to the cabin.

      I wasn’t surprised to find it was made of logs, not as much as I was by the bunk beds. There was more than enough room for all of us in that small space, two boys to a bunk, and we ran when we saw them. Eric, Steig, and I clustered together in the furthest corner of the small room, the rest of the class radiating outward from us. All except Ned. He took a bunk at the front of the room instead. No one else wanted it, so he had both the top and bottom bunk to himself. Yet he still chose to be on the bottom. It made him harder to see and easier to exclude.

      I don’t know what prompted me—maybe it was the memory of my hurt dad’s face as we drove away, reminding me of my promise; maybe I was stricken by an uncharacteristic sympathy; or, maybe I was already experiencing the nascent bonding the trip promised us—but I felt I had to do something about Ned’s withdrawing before it was too late. If I could convince him to join us I was sure he’d be accepted. We weren’t so terrible, after all. At least, I never thought we were.

      As Ned unpacked his clothes I sat on his bunk beside him. Immediately he stopped unfolding and hung his head like a dog who’d done something wrong. He would not look at me.

      “You should bunk closer,” I said. When he didn’t respond I fumbled for more words. “There’s plenty of room. How can we talk to you when you’re way over here?”

      “I better not,” he said into his chest.

      “But you’re alone.”

      He half-shrugged.

      I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t convince him to move, and Mr. Parsons would never force him. Then, surprisingly, Ned looked up at me; he stared me in the eyes as though he’d finally screwed up the courage to speak, and I thought maybe he was about to give in. And I got excited. That excitement curdled when I heard Steig’s voice over my shoulder.

      “Hey, Needle! Know any good songs?”

      Everybody laughed. I took a step away.

      I’m sorry, I mouthed as I retreated to my bunk while, around me, the air filled with singing.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Mr. Parsons took us hiking through the surrounding forest. We dragged our feet over fallen trees and across narrow streams along some invisible path only he seemed to know. All of us were nervous, and Eric made it worse when he suggested we were lost. Just as I started to believe him, Mr. Parsons turned and said, “Just past those rocks will be a pond,” and my confidence in him was renewed. For a little while.

      It was only after the sky grew cloudier that he stopped, checked his watch, then looked up. “Not much further now,” he said to me, only because I was closest to him and he had to say it to someone. “We’ll get there in time.” I asked him where that was and he just smiled. I noticed tiny thistleheads caught in his dark beard.

      When we crested a small hill a short time later, Mr. Parsons brought us to a stop. Ahead lay a field almost a kilometre wide, and as my classmates and I panted, glad for the break, Mr. Parsons did not look relieved.

      “This shouldn’t be here,” he mumbled, before taking off his hat to scratch his head. “Not a field.” He stared at the clearing as he thought, while I looked up at the dark gathering clouds. Already the forest had turned gloomy, and that gloom was affecting the others. They were getting restless. Even Eric, who never seemed to be afraid of anything, was anxious. A rumble from above told me what was imminent. It took a moment longer for Mr. Parsons to realize it too.

      “Boys, we need to cross this field quickly. Does everyone have their partner? Good. Stay calm and let’s hustle.”

      We strode single file through the long grass, Mr. Parsons in the lead. We had been chatty before, making jokes as we trudged between trees and through underbrush, yet in the open we were silent. Mr. Parsons’s mood had unsettled us. When I felt a tug on my sleeve I looked behind me and found Ned. His face was carved into anticipatory fear. He wanted to say something and I instinctively knew I didn’t want to know what.

      A flash of lightning. Its suddenness startled us, though it was the subsequent thunderous crack that made us scream. Mr. Parsons glanced briefly at the sky, then turned and yelled, “Faster, boys!”

      Rain erupted immediately. Thick drops plummeted from the sky, drenching us. We sprinted through the tall whipping grass, Mr. Parsons and his long adult legs leading us across the field.

      He stopped unexpectedly ahead, and when I caught up to him I found out why. Across the impossible width of the field I saw stretched a long wire link fence, and it prevented us from reaching the point a few hundred metres away where the forest resumed. Mr. Parsons stood motionless in the pouring rain, trying to comprehend what was happening. The sky had turned fully night under the thick storm clouds, interrupted only by bright flashes and deafening thunder. I thought the world was falling apart. And I wasn’t alone.

      “What are we going to do?” Eric screamed at Mr. Parsons. Mr. Parsons looked at Eric. Then, at us. His eyes worried me. They were either glassy or wet with rain. Then he roused from his stupor and became himself.

      “We have to find a way to the other side of this fence. Everyone look!” He started running his hands along the wire links while the rest of us exchanged drowned glances. “Now!” he shouted, and we snapped into action, scanning for an opening. All of us except Ned. Ned remained a few feet removed in the grass, crouching as though to make his body as small as possible. The rain continued to pour down my back and into my shoes and I thought about my promise and how little time there was.

      “Goddamn it!” I cursed. Behind the sheets of rain Mr. Parsons called to us. I saw Steig running. But I couldn’t leave Ned alone.

      “You have to get up!” I said, and yanked Ned to his feet.

      He didn’t resist. He simply looked at me full of trust. If only either of us knew how that trust would go on to haunt me.

      When we reached Mr. Parsons he was on his knees, scooping mud out of a large puddle that crossed from one side of the fence to the other.

      “Something big dug its way under,” he shouted over his shoulder. “I think I’ve widened the hole enough for us to crawl through. Once you’re across head for the trees and wait for us there. Everybody got it?”

      He sent the biggest kid, Eric, under first to help pull us out on the other side. Then we lined up and were fed, one at a time, into the hole beneath the metal wire. I watched Steig shimmy his way through then leap up and slap Eric’s hand in triumph. As I got closer to the fence I noticed Ned lagging further behind. I could have smacked him. Instead, begrudgingly, I shoved him forward, ahead of me in line. I needed to be sure he made it over. I’d promised my dad. Ned resisted, though, terrified. There wasn’t time for hysterics.

      So I shoved him again. Shoved him until he was pressed against the fence. Ned hesitated, looked back pleadingly at Mr. Parsons. He merely put his hand on Ned’s shoulder and said: “You’ll be fine. Quickly, now.”

      Ned nodded, swallowed, and crawled under the fence.

      I suppose we should have expected it in hindsight. None of us, not even Mr. Parsons, really understood the danger. I watched Ned as he worked his way under the wire. Saw the wire catch on the belt loop of his pants. Saw Ned reach back to free himself. Saw Mr. Parsons step forward to help. All these moments are caught in my memory like photographs by the lightning flash. It was so bright I heard nothing. I found myself sitting on the ground, legs cold and numb, without knowing why. Ned was still under the fence, now face down in the puddle. And above him, Mr. Parsons was bloodlessly white, unable to speak. Eric and Steig gawked in terror on the other side of the fence. Then I saw them grab Ned’s arms and yank him across. When he was clear they got their shoulders under him and carried him to the wooded spot where the rest of our class waited.

      Mr. Parsons was shaken. I was, too, my body uncontrollable. I don’t remember going under the fence right after. I must have because then I was on the other side and running. When I reached the forest I nearly fell over, unable to catch my breath. Mr. Parsons appeared immediately behind me, his hat lost, his hair plastered to his head. Too frantic to notice the cut along the width of his hand that bled down the front of his khakis.

      “Is Ned awake?”

      Eric, kneeling beside the unmoving boy, shook his head.

      Mr. Parsons immediately started CPR. I’d only seen it before in the movies or on television where it was exciting. In real life it wasn’t exciting. It was violent. Yet I stared. We all did. Watching Mr. Parsons huffing numbers as he counted compressions. Ned didn’t move once while Mr. Parsons pushed down on his chest. He didn’t even move to wipe the drop of water slipping down his face. I wanted to wipe it away but was too afraid to touch him.

      Eventually Mr. Parsons slowed, exhausted, and then stopped altogether. He sat, legs folded under him, and watched nothing. His face, indescribably bereft and empty. And all I could think about was my dad, and how disappointed in me he was going to be. I was already so disappointed in myself.

      We shivered and waited quietly for Mr. Parsons to come back to us. Ned meanwhile only grew more pale. It took Steig to muster up enough courage to break the silence.

      “What are you going to tell Needle’s mom?” he asked.

      I’ll never forget the way Mr. Parsons turned and looked at him.
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        * * *

      

      And things were worse when we got home. All of us, Mr. Parsons included, were traumatized by what we’d gone through in Kearney. Especially me, though I could never tell anyone why. The district school board allowed us a few days off and hired a grief counsellor to help, but we were back in class faster than anyone would have liked—a dazed horde of twelve-year-old zombies going through the motions, listening to Mr. Parsons teach and retaining nothing.

      I’m not sure Mr. Parsons remembered the lessons either. His face sagged so much it seemed detached and his voice was drained of all verve. Ned’s accident had transformed him into a dead-eyed creature, just as it had the rest of us. I kept hoping he’d snap out of it, though. We needed someone to guide us forward. And I needed ... well, I needed someone to talk to about what had happened in Kearney. I knew neither Steig nor Eric would understand, and I couldn’t talk to my dad. I couldn’t look him in the eye anymore. And who knew where my mom was. Mr. Parsons was all I had, and I couldn’t reach him.

      After Ned was struck it took us hours to find our way back to the cabin. The rain didn’t help, so heavy it blinded us to anything further than a few feet ahead. The leaves above rattled furiously as though they were being beat with stones, which made it difficult to hear one another. Not that any of us were in the mood to talk. Mr. Parsons tried his compass repeatedly, muttering each time it didn’t take us where we wanted to go. He was probably overwhelmed with everything that was happening, but it was worrying all the same. We’d implicitly trusted him to lead us, and seeing he had no better idea what to do than we did made things worse. Eric did his best to take over, though, and despite his own fear motivate us to keep going.

      We took turns carrying Ned on the stretcher we’d jerry-rigged using a couple of fallen branches and our sweatshirts. I insisted on taking the lead when it was my turn, facing away from him as we marched through the forest muck. I couldn’t stand to see how still he was. How lifeless. Steig had laid something over his face to protect him from the rain but it slid off at some point when no one was paying attention.

      I don’t know how we found the cabin. We were lost in the rain one minute, miserable, scared, numb from shock. And the next we were standing in front of it, as though it had risen under cover of the storm. Or maybe it had somehow been following us the entire time. It didn’t matter which; as soon as I saw it I had to hide my tears.

      As bad as it was coming home to my upset dad who wouldn’t stop hugging me, seeing Ned’s mom was worse. The sight of her weeping made me in turns both ashamed and distraught. I was so confused in those early days, so unsure, that I just wanted to be left alone, yet no one would let me. Even Mr. Parsons betrayed me, saying it would be a good idea for our class to go to Ned’s funeral for closure. I didn’t know how to talk him out of it, and when I realized not only Eric but even Steig agreed, I knew it was pointless to try. The following Saturday morning I let my dad dress me in a suit I’d already outgrown and drive us to the cemetery. It was the second-last place in the world I wanted to be. At least he didn’t make us stand near Ned’s understandably broken mom. He had enough sense to avoid that.

      There was one moment, before Ned was lowered into the ground, she turned to say something to me and my dad and her sticky voice caught in her throat. I think then she lost her nerve. My dad waited until Ned was buried before he, sniffling, still not himself, walked me over to offer my condolences. Her face was wet and swollen and reminded me of Ned’s as he stared at me in the rain just before I pushed him forward. I wanted to say something, yet I didn’t have any words. It didn’t matter, though. She silenced me by taking my chin in her hand as my mom sometimes did and I really didn’t like it—it felt unnatural. My dad refused to look her in the eye and she him. Instead, she focused all her attention on me. I could tell by her face she was a million miles away. And wherever she was, she wanted to be farther.

      We all assumed it would be okay once we reached the cabin. As though everything would reset once we were safely indoors. Maybe Ned would be all right, revived by the comfort of familiarity. It didn’t work like that, though. Mr. Parsons had us set Ned down on his bunk, then told us to get a fire going. He had an old rotary phone in his hand, the receiver against his chest, and was pulling the cord with him into the coat closet. When he closed the door we looked at one another, puzzled, then at the colourless Ned. Steig silently urged me to put my ear to the door and tell us what Mr. Parsons was saying though I refused. I didn’t want to know. It felt wrong.

      Mr. Parsons wasn’t in there for long anyway. And when he emerged he looked as though he’d aged another ten years. He set the phone down where he found it and took a seat on the edge of Ned’s bunk. We watched him delicately lift Ned’s small damp hand and hold it. None of us spoke. We knew. Outside, the rain thrashed the windows harder. We never did build that fire.

      After the funeral I shut down. I half-expected my dad to finally explain everything but he didn’t bother. I guess he was too afraid. I wasn’t the only kid in our class who couldn’t talk about Ned afterward, of course—we were all stewing in our own strange concoctions of trauma, shock, and guilt—yet I was the only one who became disruptive and violent. Eric, to his credit, tried to reason with me even after Steig started distancing himself. I didn’t want to be reasoned with. I didn’t want to be calmed. Something inside me had decided it wanted out, and the only way to quell it was to destroy everything. First Eric left me and then school didn’t want me, and when there was nothing else remaining I turned on myself.

      I started fights and hung out with the burnouts loitering all day behind the school. Twelve-years-old is just old enough to get into trouble if your mind is set on it. My dad tried to sit me down after the police found me with half a bottle of his stolen whisky under my arm, but I had nothing to say. Nor did I have anything to tell the psychologist my mom sent me to—her one stab at helping before throwing up her arms and admitting defeat. “This is your fault,” she screamed at my dad. “You both ruin everything!” Imagine their surprise when they discovered I heard them. They pretended they were sorry. Even if I believed it, it was too late. I already knew why they split and I didn’t care. Not about that. Not about them. There was nothing inside me anymore that could. It had escaped, leaving behind a crushing vacuum that I spent the following decades trying to fill any way I could. Drinks, drugs, stealing, and whatever else there was to make me feel.

      The irony was, the more I felt, the more I wished I didn’t. The more numb I wanted to be. That’s what got me admitted to Ranch Hill, got me my own private counsellor who says she wants to help me save my life. I don
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