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chapter one
THERE WAS ONCE A WOMAN

TIRES HISS AGAINST the road. A gen tle bump bump at high speed

wakes her up. She stretches against the con fines of  the seat belt and

blinks open her eyes. Pitch night en gulfs the car. The glow ing num bers on 

the dash board clock draw her eyes: 12:54.

“Wow, I can’t be lieve the time.” She yawns, “Did I re ally sleep that

long? I can’t be lieve it’s that late. Did we run into heavy traf fic? That

sucks. I thought leav ing so late in the eve ning, we’d miss the To -

ronto-bound traf fic. I guess not, eh?” She smiles at the driver, but he

looks sto i cally ahead. Her eyes drift past the clock again and sud denly

widen. “Hey! Do you know what time it is? It’s al most sum mer sol stice

time. How cool is that, be ing out in the coun try at the ex act hour?” Still

no response.

Sigh ing, she looks out her win dow and frowns. Not only are they late,

but for that mat ter, where are they? This coun try road does n’t look like

High way 10. Pick ets of  a prim wooden fence fly by, the ground at its feet

ris ing into view and dis ap pear ing. The fields be yond vac uum the mea gre

star light, and the car’s beams can not pen e trate into their depths. She leans 

to ward her win dow and cranes her neck to look up at the sky. It’s a mov -

ing char coal sur face with white glit ter wink ing here and there. The moon

is nowhere in sight.
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She asks him as she con tin ues to stare out the win dow, “Where are
we?”

“I thought we’d take a short cut.”

“Mean ing you don’t know,” she laughs. He smiles faintly as he con tin -
ues to stare straight ahead, his hands rest ing in the ten to two po si tion on
the leather grey steer ing wheel of  their car. The am ber glow of  the dash -
board lights up the front of  his face like some sort of  ee rie jack-o-lan tern. 
She watches him for a moment.

“Well, I guess we’re some where in the coun try. Traf fic must’ve been
bad, eh?”

He shrugs one shoul der. She sighs. She’s fully awake now and shar ing
space with a statue.

“I guess it was n’t so bad for you that I dozed off, eh? Si lence is golden
and all that,” she grins. “Well, I can be si lent … some times.” She chuck les
and then stretches again. “That nap did me good. I feel so awake now and 
re freshed. I’m rar ing to go, and I can’t wait till to mor row, I mean to day. I
have all these song ideas bounc ing around in my head. This was a great
idea of  yours, go ing on this road trip, it’s got me go ing again, and I love
vis it ing those cute On tario towns.” She twists round to the left to check
out the back seat, to make sure all the good ies they bought are still there.
Pies and jugs of  ma ple syrup sit side by side with pints of  fresh Bing
cher ries, her fa vour ite. She un twists her self  and set tles back in her seat.
She watches the hyp notic yel low line as it snakes ahead.

“I can’t wait to dive into those cher ries. They were my fa vour ite fruit
grow ing up. Did I ever tell you that? I used to look for ward to the end of
school be cause that’s when Grand mother would buy them. And I’d make
a big mess, and she’d get so mad.” She laughs at the mem ory. “Now I can
make as big a mess as I want.” She falls si lent for a mo ment. “I was think -
ing: they’re too good to make pies with. I’d rather eat them fresh like that,
but it’s al most straw berry sea son. Maybe we can go up to An drew’s Sce nic 
Acres and pick some ber ries. I’m in the mood for mak ing straw berry rhu -
barb pies or maybe mixed berry pies if  the blue ber ries and rasp ber ries are 
out too. We have enough room in that chest freezer, I’m sure. I gave it a
big cleanout the other day. What do you think?” she asks rhe tor i cally. She
sa vours the thought of  a straw berry rhu barb pie with crum ble top ping.
Those are al ways a hit. And they freeze so well. She can al most smell them 
bak ing and taste their sweet tart ness. She smiles; her eyes focus on the
road again.
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She looks past the yel low line, past the bound aries of  light the car
beams cre ate, into the dark ness com ing to ward them, a for est on the
right. The hairs on the back of  her neck lift up; her stom ach flut ters.

“Uh, where are we re ally?” she asks as she sits up straight, tens ing her
body. He stays si lent.

Her nerves feel taut. She urges, “We need to stop and turn around.
Now, if  you don’t mind.”

The car does n’t slow down. His eyes don’t flick up to the rear-view
mir ror or down to the speed om e ter.

Her chest starts to con tract. “Look, I know you’re all into ex plor ing
the side roads, but this does n’t feel safe, and it’s re ally re ally late. Let’s
drive home on a faster road. Let’s turn around and go to High way 10.”

He says noth ing.

“Could you please just stop the car, turn around, and go back to High -
way 10.”

“We’re fine.” He stretches the word out. “Stop be ing so para noid.”

“I’m not be ing para noid.”

“You are,” he re plies. The slight put-down in his voice works. She feels 
silly. They’re just trees.

Those trees are be side them; ahead their mates on the left loom. They
fill the front wind shield more and more. It’s 12:56 a.m. She wants to be
the one in the driver’s seat badly; in stead she’s be ing driven in ex o ra bly to -
ward the for est, where star light can not pen e trate. She shifts her gaze back 
down to the road, to the fa mil iar yel low rib bon and the dusty edges of  the 
as phalt where road meets grass. But then the edges van ish into the shad -
ows cast by the trees stand ing shoul der to shoul der, leafy branch merg ing
into leafy branch, cre at ing a light-suck ing toothy maw. She feels the air
hold its breath. Her breath ing speeds up. His body remains still.

The trees close in on the other side, only a sliver of  rect an gu lar sky be -
tween the two for ests breaks their star less black.

She leans to ward him, her thick, shin gled hair fall ing against her cheek, 
try ing to get away from the trees on her right, jos tling his arm.

“What are you do ing?” he snaps at her.

“Can’t you move closer to the yel low line?”

In re sponse, he steers to ward the right.

“Stop it!” She strug gles to breathe evenly.

“I’ll stop it when you stop be ing silly.”

SHE
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She leans for ward to look up through the wind shield, her hair gleam -
ing in the re flected dash board light, search ing for that sliver of  glit ter ing
sky, look ing for the one open ing in the lightless claus tro pho bia without.

“Would you get a hold of  your self. We’re fine. Don’t worry.” He tries
to nudge her away with his el bow, but she re sists.

She can not move back to the up right po si tion; she just can not sep a -
rate her self  from him. She looks ahead, fo cus ing on the end of  the for est, 
even though she can not see it, where the fields re-emerge be yond the
head lights, will ing them to ar rive there as fast as pos si ble. But their speed
drops to 70 kilo metres per hour. She be gins to see the in di vid ual trees, the 
shrubs stick ing up among them, the rocks lay ing among their bases. The
sky is morphing, un du lat ing, chang ing de grees of  grey-black shades.
Clouds are rolling in.

“Why are you slow ing down?”

He does n’t an swer. “Of  course not, why need he?” she thinks an grily.
He’s prov ing his point. He does n’t usu ally treat her this con temp tu ously.
Her an ger fades into lone li ness as mem o ries arise of  how he used to al -
ways treat her with con sid er ation and re spect and love. She re mem bers
the first time they shopped to gether, how he had in sisted on car ry ing the
gro cery bags. Or how when she had lost her keys for the ump teenth time
and was be com ing mighty an noyed about it, he’d used his care fully mod -
u lated voice to calm her and fo cus her mem ory on those keys. Within
min utes she’d found them. But lately, ever since his an nual spring camp -
ing trip up near the Bruce Trail with his bud dies, he’s be come moody.
Grim. Many, many days, he has been his old cheer ful self, mak ing her
laugh so hard that she snorts wa ter out her nose, or he has run er rands by
him self  in stead of  in ter rupt ing one of  her songwriting ses sions. But on
this week end’s road trip, he’d once again be come se ri ous, be come watch -
ful of  her as dark ness in hab ited his face. She does n’t un der stand this
change in him and to wards her. It’s like he’s decided that she has to prove
her worth over and over again.

She wants to grab that wheel and take back con trol. But she can’t.
She’s in his hands.

Sink ing down into the shadow of  her seat, still lean ing on him, her
eyes reach the level of  the clock. It flips to 12:57 a.m.

The land scape flashes sickly neon green. The car heels to the left as a
wind screams out of  the for est like a ghastly, whirl ing North ern light, and
slams into its right side then dances up on to the hood, on to the roof,
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down be side them. The car’s back fishtails out. She squeezes her eyes and
senses the car turn one way then the other. Even through her closed eye -
lids, she senses the char treuse-yel low light ning in side the whirl wind. She
squeezes her eyes tighter un til they hurt. They’re speed ing up; they’re
driv ing to the left; they slow. She opens her eyes to see him man han dling
the steer ing wheel un til they’re aim ing straight down the road again, but
the wind, with its ever-chang ing neon-green-bot tom bor der, with its
danc ing gold-green veins, streaks along side and in front of  them. They
can’t out run it. He presses the ac cel er a tor, try ing any way, as she clings to
his right arm, as she puts her head be tween her own arms. Glass cracks in
front of  her. The cracks glow green. She scoots closer to him and
squeezes her eyes so tight, she sees red. Cracks frac ture her side win dow,
and she can’t help open ing her eyes to look to ward the sound. Air moves
all around her, push ing at her, rais ing the hair on her arms, throw ing up
the hair on her head, flut ter ing her T-shirt, turn ing her skin sickly green.
Sud denly she sees noth ing. She closes and opens her eyes and still sees
noth ing. Panic at tacks her. And then they shoot out of  the trees and are
be tween open fields. She sees again. Sobs rack her, and she can’t stop
them.

“There’s a pa trol up ahead. I have to pull over,” he says.

Her sobs quit sud denly. She sits up, wipes her eyes, smoothes her hair
off  her face, straight ens her Black Sab bath T-shirt. The car rum bles off
the road to the gravel shoul der and crunches to a stop. He pushes the
win dow but ton and his win dow hums down. A po lice man with a bright
wand in his right hand and a re flec tive vest walks to ward them; the of fi cer 
leans in, his eyes keen on them. She re turns his look emotionless.

“Good eve ning sir, ma’am. How are you this morn ing?”

“We’re fine of fi cer. I was n’t speed ing.”

“No, you were n’t sir. That’s not why I pulled you over. We’re the
Akaesman pa trol.”

“The what?”
“Will you step out of  the car sir, ma’am. We need to ask you a few

ques tions.”

She obeys. Or tries to. All her mus cles seem to have seized up; she
looks down puz zled, feel ing old. Us ing her hands and her arms as le ver -
age, she turns her self  to wards the open door, puts her feet on the ground, 
stands up, and leans on the open car door, apperceiving her bal ance, be -
fore straight en ing her flared black jeans and walk ing over to where the
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po lice man has joined a woman stand ing a metre or so in front of  what
looks like the back of  a white am bu lance sit ting next to the black and
white police car.

“Did you drive through the for est sir?” the po lice man asks him.
“Yes.”

“Did any thing hap pen?”

“Like what?”

“You tell me sir.”

Slowly he shakes his head.

The po lice man stares at him for a few sec onds, and then turns to her.

“You ma’am. How are you feel ing?”

She con sid ers that for a mo ment. Shocked maybe.

The woman who had been stand ing there watch ing them walks over
to her, while snap ping on blue nitrile gloves. She takes a penlight out of
her pocket and flashes it in her eyes. She flinches. The woman is un fazed.
She reaches round and lightly squeezes her neck mus cles, mov ing down
to feel the top of  her shoul ders.

“Fol low me.”

She obeys.

“Please sit here,” she ges tures to the step at the back of  the am bu -
lance. From there, she can see the re flec tive let ters on the side of  the po -
lice car: “Akaesman Pa trol. To Guard and Save.” Weird.

She feels a cuff  be ing fas tened around her left arm, and then the
rhyth mic pump, pump as the woman in flates it. Air hisses out be fore the
cuff  is ripped off. A stetho scope is pressed against her chest and then her
back. She fi nally looks at the woman as she straight ens up and speaks to
the po lice man: “It’s mild, but def i nitely.”

He nods and faces her fiancé again.

“Sir, you did ex pe ri ence some thing back there, did n’t you?”

She watches her fiancé stare back non cha lantly, but he’s no match for
an of fi cer of  the Akaesman Pa trol.

“We might’ve.”

“You did sir. I want to know what it was.”

He told him all, even how she was whin ing about turn ing back.

“You should’ve lis tened to her sir. Stay here.” He walks over to the pa -
trol car, the gravel crunch ing un der his dusty black boots. He opens the
driver’s door, gets in, and slams it shut.
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They wait.

He gets out with a clip board and walks over to her.

“OK ma’am, I’m sorry to have to tell you that you prob a bly had a
run-in with Akaesman. Now it does n’t look too se ri ous, some sprains, but 
I must ask you to read this form and sign it. Then go see your GP to mor -
row.” He looks at his watch. “To day.” He writes, his pen scratch ing the
pa per on the clip board. Then he hands the clip board over to her. The
woman aims a flash light at it, but it’s too much to read. She must be tired,
and so she pre tends to read it. His fin ger ex tends into her view, point ing
to where she should sign. She signs. He flips the page up and asks her to
sign the copy. She signs and hands it back to him. He presses down on the 
clip han dle and re leases the top piece of  pa per. He hands it to her. She
takes it, but he does n’t let go un til she looks up at him.

“Go see your GP ma’am.”

She nods.

He still does n’t let go. “See your GP, your fam ily phy si cian.”

She looks up into his face and says, “I will.”

He lets go. She car ries the pa per back to the car, where her door is still
open. She gets in awk wardly and drops the pa per on her lap, won der ing
why she has to see her fam ily phy si cian. She reaches back for the seat belt, 
and pain ratch ets up her neck. She pauses and then turns her en tire body
right to get at the seat belt, pulls it to ward her self, turns her en tire body to
the left, and stiffly aims for the seat belt clip. Click. She sits back, sigh ing.
And waits, star ing at her fiancé, yet not see ing him as he strides back to
the car. She hears his door open, his booted foot twist ing on the gravel,
his jeans slid ing against leather; she hears the slam of  the door, the feel of  
the car softly rock ing in re sponse, the slither of  the belt as it’s pulled, the
click of  it go ing home, the key be ing turned, and the en gine roar ing ex -
ces sively to life. They ac cel er ate onto the as phalt, the wheels spit ting
small stones out, and drive for home.
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