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1

Each and every one of us is broken, though not in the same places.

The thought occurred to Jack Devereaux as he stood in the black and waterlogged ruin of yet another burned-out building. For nearly twenty years he’d been doing this – trawling through the smouldering debris of extinguished lives, trying to answer questions that were rarely asked, trying to make sense of things that would never be understood.

This time there was a little boy, too. The father strung out on God only knew what, the child – no more than four or five – screaming from the top of his smoke-filled lungs, then finally conceding defeat. The boy had lain down beside his unconscious father, and they’d died in one another’s arms. The bodies had been taken away less than an hour ago.

Jack waved at his colleague, Ludovick Caron.

‘Ludo,’ he said. ‘It’s here.’

Ludo made his way through the charred remnants of furniture, careful to avoid the incessantly dripping skeleton of beams above them. He crouched to look at the place Jack was indicating. The tell-tale emanation point, the scorching pattern, the faint swirls of colour in the floor from melted wires. These things echoed a story that was already told.

‘Space heater,’ Jack said.

Ludo nodded. ‘Looks that way.’

‘Can you mark it up? I’ll get the camera.’

‘Sure thing,’ Ludo said.

Jack’s cellphone rang. He stepped away, took it from his pocket. ‘Yes?’

Minutes later, Jack stood quietly on what little remained of the front porch. He breathed slowly, purposefully, as if to quell some inner turmoil. In the bitter cold, his breath obscured the details of his face. It was dusk. The streets were empty. Somewhere in the far distance a siren wailed. Perhaps another fire. Perhaps another life extinguished.

Down on the sidewalk, the crews were rolling hoses. Men with black hands and black faces, their eyes burdened with so many things a man shouldn’t see. They said little, they went through the motions, they prepared to leave.

Jack Devereaux wondered if some people were consigned to wrestle with darkness for ever.

At the other end of the line a stranger had asked if he was Jacques Devereaux.

It was the name on his birth certificate, but the French in him belonged to a history he wished was not his own. A different name from a different life.

‘Yes, this is Devereaux,’ Jack said. ‘Who is this?’

‘My name is Bastien Nadeau. I am calling about your brother, Calvis.’

‘What about him?’

‘I’m with the police in Jasperville.’

With those words it had all come back. The Torngat Mountains, the far-distant forests. The smell of wood fires, scorched metal, wet oilskin jackets hanging in the hallway. Damp garments frozen as brittle as slate in the morning. Crazed ice patterns – layer upon layer – on windows and walls. The bleak horizontal emptiness of the past; nothing to see but distance.

‘Monsieur Devereaux, you are there?’

‘Yes. Yes, I’m here. What about my brother?’

‘We are holding him here in the police station, Monsieur Devereaux.’

‘Holding him? Why?’

‘I don’t know how to tell you this. He’s like a man possessed by something. Like a wild animal. He attacked a man. He tried to kill him. We don’t know if the man will live.’

Jack Devereaux closed his eyes and breathed deeply.

There were few details shared over the phone. Nadeau, a sergeant with the Sûreté du Québec, had been unwilling to divulge the name of Calvis’s intended victim.

Jack had listened, and when the sergeant was done talking there was silence.

Eventually Nadeau had said, ‘You don’t have any questions, Monsieur Devereaux? Or perhaps you have some explanation for what has happened to your brother?’

Jack hadn’t replied.

‘Are you coming to help him?’

‘Does he need my help?’

‘From what I have learned, your father—’

‘I haven’t seen my father in a long time.’

‘Then you know that your brother is alone in this,’ Nadeau had said.

‘Yes.’

Again, a tense silence that spanned the seven hundred miles between them.

Jack hadn’t voiced the words in his mind.

‘And . . . and he says these terrible things, monsieur. The most terrible things about—’

‘Yes,’ Jack had replied, cutting the man off before he could say anything further.

‘So, you will come to help your brother?’

‘Yes,’ Jack had said abruptly, knowing that his concession was inevitable. Never a question of if he would return, but when. Perhaps also the reason for going back.

‘I will come as soon as I can,’ Jack had said, and ended the call.

The abiding memories of Jack’s childhood were hurt and hunger. Sometimes the hurt was born out of hunger. Other times, the hurt was a thing all its own.

For him, even now, they were strong words. Evocative words. Words that could be folded and twisted and manipulated in so many ways.

Beyond the purely physical, the hurt was sadness, longing, a profound sense of loneliness. The hunger was just a yearning for freedom.

As a child, Jack had known all these things – with the same familiarity as the contours of his face – and yet, despite their once-seeming permanence and inevitability, he’d also known that one day he would escape. And escape he had.

But Calvis had stayed. More accurately, Jack had left Calvis behind.

Calvo. Cal. Pipsqueak, Dwarf, Kiddo, Junior, Little Man, Peanut, Shortie.

And then there was Juliette. Big Sis, Jules, Julep, Juju, Etta, Ettie. Dead for all these years.

The simple truth was that bad things happened to good people. And the past was a country with its own language, a language so very many people learned to forget. The words of that language were like songs once known by heart. Reminded, they returned, and the melody was as familiar and haunting as it had ever been.

Jasperville. A million miles from nowhere. A million miles too close.

Jack looked back at Ludo working away in the guts of the house. Ludo had the camera. Sudden flashes illuminated everything for a fraction of a second. Jack was aware of the cold on his face and hands, so much so that it stretched his skin taut. He guessed it was minus eight, maybe minus ten. Summer compared to Jasperville. He wanted to smoke, but had been quit for three years. Still he hankered for the burn in his throat, the taste in his mouth. He’d heard the first forty years were the worst.

He buried his hands in his pockets, and headed towards his friend.

No matter the road taken, it would always lead him home. Jack knew this, but didn’t want to believe it.

And now, at last, the time had come. Get all the way out to Sept-Ilês, ten hours of ice roads and heart-slowing cold, then a twelve-hour train journey with no stops. Or fly out of Montréal to Wabush, take the last hundred or so miles by bus. Be there in a quarter of the time. But that would be a quarter of the time to try to understand things that still made no sense.

No, he would not fly. He would drive. He would take the train. He would be there in two, maybe three days.

And then he would find out why it had taken so long for Calvis to lose his mind.
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The Devereauxs had once been a family. A father, a mother, three siblings, a grandfather in tow because there was no other place to send him. The history of that family was broken and wrecked, scattered in pieces and parts to the four corners of nowhere. The last one, Jacques – the boy once known as Jackrabbit – was now a man in hiding from that history.

Blood so often binds those who should never have been bound. Blood is a trail, a thread of shared experience, and – like wool unravelling from a skein – it forever attaches you to the place of origin.

And that place was Jasperville.

The name was an irony in itself. J’espère-ville. Bastardized over years by immigrant workers, non-French speakers. Now called Jasperville, and had been that way for as long as anyone could remember. Town of hope, and yet a more hopeless place it would have been hard to find.

Quebec. Three times the size of France. Indigenous Innu, Inuit and Métis peoples in communities and villages, hunting and trapping and wrenching survival out of a land that should never have been settled. The immigrants came for the iron ore, raping the land, paying no heed to what the aboriginals had to say.

By the mid-1960s, the population of Jasperville neared five thousand. There was a main street with saloons and general stores and a place for saddles, harnesses and hitches. Behind it was a small farrier’s workshop. The farrier was second generation, as good as his father ever was, though known as a drunkard and a liar. There was a veterinarian, a schoolhouse, lodgings for visiting surveyors and other transients, a medical centre for fractures, severed fingers, burns and stitches. Anything more serious and you were in the hands of God, his sole representative a minister of uncertain denomination with three fingers missing on his right hand. The church tilted awkwardly to the left, but remained standing through one winter after another. There was a baker, a butcher, a pawn shop, a repair shop for electrical and hydraulic equipment, a post office that got letters to the train every ten days or so. Weather permitting, it was the same train that carried the quitters, the unemployables and the widows back to Sept-Ilês, then onward to whatever fate awaited them. Finally, there was the police station. A one-storey brick-built affair with a basement for the crazy-drunk, the sleeping-it-off drunk, the brawler, the thief, the adulterer who needed sanctuary while the cuckold simmered down and thought twice about murder. There was one officer of the Sûreté du Québec, and the SQ had the good sense to rotate him every two years.

The people who died in Jasperville died of natural causes and Nature herself. There was hypothermia, pneumonia, frostbite that became gangrene; there were heart attacks, livers that failed, tetanus, septicaemia, severed limbs and arteries that bled out before anyone had a chance. Sometimes there were folks buried alive beneath tons of earth, and Canada Iron, the mighty colossus that it was, would deign to compensate the widow and orphans with enough to get them out of Jasperville and never to return.

Jasperville was founded on exposed igneous rock. The winter was eight months long and bone-chillingly cold. Weeks could pass without sight of the sun. Summer saw a plague of flies and mosquitoes, and then the sun would never set. Little more than five miles from the Labrador Peninsula, it was not accessible by main road. By any road, for that matter. A half-mile out of town was a narrow airstrip, now weathered and cracked. Times past, Canada Iron had flown in geologists, metallurgists and rail engineers from the city, but once the mines, manufacturing and means of transportation had been established, there was little reason to maintain it.

To the east, the Torngat Mountains formed a peninsula that separated Ungava Bay from the Atlantic Ocean. Torngat was an Inuktitut word. It meant place of evil spirits. A child – a child just like Jacques Devereaux – looking out through frozen ice-crazed glass towards those vast hulks of shadow, where billion-year-old coal seams wound their way through the oldest rocks on earth, could so easily believe that such a place was the perfect home for dark and twisted things.

The Devereaux family didn’t have a history in Jasperville. Jacques’ father, Henri, was Montréal-born and raised, and his paternal grandparents – Cédric and Clodine – were first-generation French who’d imagined a better future across the ocean. Disappointment killed Clodine before the outbreak of the Second World War. Cédric, meanwhile, hated the notion of being a father so much that he drank himself to death to avoid it. It took more than ten years of cheap, hard liquor. Henri was an only child, and by the age of fifteen he was also an orphan.

Through the subsequent six years, Henri Devereaux worked the kind of jobs that were reserved for those who didn’t read and write. He’d sworn against drink, but perhaps a slug every once in a while might have smoothed off the edges of his awkward personality. He was all kinds of mad at most everything, and seemingly afraid of no one. Irrespective of height or girth, if Henri believed a man had eyed him any way that displeased, he would unpack his fists and let loose. By the time he reached nineteen, Henri had twice broken his nose, busted a half dozen ribs, cracked a clavicle, shattered some knuckles, even suffered a fractured skull.

Henri believed that the only time violence didn’t solve things was when you didn’t use enough. Only a woman would be capable of taming and corralling such a whirlwind. Fortunately for Henri, such a woman existed. Her name was Elizabeth Swann. The daughter of a banker who’d fled London in the midst of an embezzlement scandal, Elizabeth taught English at a school in Montréal and tried not to think about the future.

In the winter of 1956, when the temperature went south, the pipes cracked in the school basement. A man was sent for, and that man happened to be Henri Devereaux. Elizabeth volunteered to wait on. If the pipes were not repaired, then the school wouldn’t open the following day.

Elizabeth’s first impression of Henri Devereaux was tempered by the fact that Henri, despite his aggressive nature, was intimi­d­ated by women. The prettier they were, the more intimid­ated he was, and Elizabeth – though perhaps not beautiful in a ­classic sense – possessed an elegance that was so unlike the women with whom Henri was familiar.

‘Pipes,’ Henri said. His accent was laboured, his voice gruff, and – for just a moment – she was confused. It was as if he’d said Papes.

‘I beg your pardon,’ she said. ‘Your name is Papes?’

Henri looked at her, frowned for just a moment, and then he started laughing.

Elizabeth didn’t understand, but laughed with him.

‘I am here to fix the papes,’ Henri said.

Elizabeth, realizing her misunderstanding, laughed even harder.

Once in the basement, Henri produced wrenches and grips from a canvas holdall. Elizabeth watched him work for a few minutes, and then said, ‘I will leave you to it, Monsieur Papes.’

Henri was still howling with laughter as she reached the top of the basement stairs.

An hour later, Henri appeared in Elizabeth’s classroom.

‘It is good,’ he said.

‘That is really wonderful,’ she said. ‘Monsieur—’

‘Devereaux.’

‘I’m so pleased you could repair it, Monsieur Devereaux.’

‘It was not a big problem.’

‘If you give me your name and address, I can arrange for the bursar to send your payment.’

Elizabeth produced a pen and paper, and set it down on the desk.

‘Please,’ she said.

Henri looked momentarily flustered. ‘I will tell you,’ he said.

‘It would be better if you would just write it for me,’ she replied. ‘And that way we can be sure of no mistake.’

Henri didn’t move. His expression didn’t change.

‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘No payment.’

Elizabeth paused, and then she understood. ‘You can’t write, can you?’ she said.

Henri looked at Elizabeth as if she’d laid bare the fragile core of his soul.

‘Can you read, Monsieur Devereaux?’

Henri said nothing.

‘Do you read French?’

‘I didn’t finish my school,’ he said. ‘My father died and I had to work.’

‘And your mother?’

‘My mother has been dead for a long time.’

‘I lost my mother, too,’ Elizabeth said. ‘In England. But I came here to Canada with my father.’

The teacher seemed like a nice lady, but still Henri wanted to leave.

‘But you speak English,’ Elizabeth said. She could see that she was making the man uncomfortable, but she had a curious nature and had decided to dig.

‘To work you need English,’ Henri said. He smiled and shrugged. ‘Enough English to say papes, anyway.’

‘But you cannot read a newspaper, nor a book. And you cannot write a letter.’

‘A little in French, yes, but it’s not necessary for me to know these things to do the work I do.’

‘Do you want to learn, Monsieur Devereaux? I could teach you to read and write.’

‘I have no money for this. I cannot pay you.’

‘I have an idea,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Could you return here at five o’clock tomorrow?’

Henri paused, wondering perhaps what feminine wile was being deployed. ‘I could, yes.’

‘Then please do that, Monsieur Devereaux, and I may perhaps have an arrangement that would suit us both.’

Henri touched the peak of his cap. He smiled.

‘Au revoir, madame,’ he said.

‘Au revoir, monsieur,’ Elizabeth replied.

Henri returned the following day. The arrangement was simple. The school would give Elizabeth a fee for teaching Monsieur Devereaux in her own time. Monsieur Devereaux wouldn’t pay for his lessons, but he would maintain the boiler, the pipes, and other matters relating to the general upkeep of the school building. The demand on his time wouldn’t be great, nor the demand on hers. Everybody won.

The lessons commenced and continued twice-weekly. Elizabeth found Henri both challenging and charming. Henri found good manners and diligence he didn’t know he possessed. It was not so long before the relationship moved beyond teacher and pupil.

Elizabeth Swann – uncomplicated, trusting, fiercely intelligent yet emotionally naïve, and Henri Devereaux – tough, dependable, a man’s man, awkward and unschooled in so many human matters, were married in September of 1957. William Swann, drawing on some of the money he’d embezzled, paid for the wedding. He didn’t much care for Henri Devereaux. Possessed of only one daughter, he wouldn’t have cared for any man save a younger version of himself. The fact that he was a widower, a fugitive from the law, a man of weak will and narrow spine, was quite beside the point. As was the case with most people, he viewed himself in a light that others couldn’t see.

Within three weeks of the marriage, Elizabeth was pregnant. Juliette was born prematurely in May of 1958. Frail beyond description, there was a chance she wouldn’t survive. Nevertheless, whatever she lacked in physical strength was more than ably compensated for by her spirit. It was that resolve, seemingly present from her first breath, which kept her alive for a great many more years than seemed possible. Had Juliette Devereaux known the kind of future that lay ahead of her, she might very well have given up the ghost in the crib.

In October of 1964, Elizabeth – already conscious of the degree to which her husband’s moods and manners were changing – became pregnant once again.

Life had already brought pressure to bear on her. She suspected that Juliette’s temperament – skittish and perpetually withdrawn – was attributable not only to the girl’s basic nature, but also the overbearing way in which her father spoke to her. Juliette was afraid. That was the only way to say it. Afraid of speaking, of making mistakes, of reprimand, of loud noises, of animals, of other children. Of life. Coaxing Juliette Devereaux to engage, socialize and participate was like coaxing a sleeping tortoise from the shell.

And then there was Elizabeth’s father, William, now living alone in the house he’d rented when they’d arrived in the city. The speed with which his psychological condition had deterior­ated was matched only by the extent of the deterioration. It was as if parts of his mind had fallen away and been left behind. Elizabeth’s concern for her father’s well-being grew ever more intense, and finally – just a month before the second baby was due – she convinced her husband that it would be best for all concerned if William came to live with them. Henri didn’t want the man, but was reconciled to it when Elizabeth suggested that Henri manage William’s finances. Perhaps only William himself would know the full amount he’d stolen from his previous employers. Even as he took up residence in the attic room, he was still a man of considerable wealth, and Henri willingly assumed control of the numerous bank accounts William had established.

Henri and Elizabeth Devereaux’s second child, Jacques, was born in June of 1965. He was neither premature nor frail. There was a visible sea-change in Henri’s manner and attitude. He had the son he’d always wanted. Even William seemed to surface from the darkness. He became a doting grandfather, and by the time the boy was six months old, both Henri and Elizabeth were content to leave Juliette and Jacques in William’s care. Henri, drawing on William’s considerable financial reserves, spent more and more time with his family, less and less time working, and – at least for a while – life assumed an aspect that satisfied them all.

By the time Jacques was three – long since used to Little Jack, Jacky-boy and Jackrabbit – the tide turned once more and took the Devereaux family in a very different direction.

The money had run out, near as dammit, and when Henri started pawning things to pay the rent, Elizabeth sensed that their troubles had only just begun.

She loved her husband. There was no doubt about it. However, she’d fallen in love not only with Henri as he was, but also the man she’d believed he would become. Problems arose when it became clear this belief would never be realized.

Elizabeth was filled with anxiety and trepidation. She thought about how things had been, about how things could be, but most of all she thought about how things were.

‘This is not how I imagined our life together,’ she said.

‘What do you want me to do about it?’ Henri replied.

‘You need to find work.’

‘There’s no work. Times are hard for everyone.’

‘But we can only go on like this for so long. I would teach again, but I have Jules and Rabbit and my father to look after.’

Perhaps another man would have lost himself in drink. Not Henri. He was determined not to follow the same path as his own father. There was also a streak of pride, something akin to a sense of duty when it came to the welfare of his family.

Opportunity knocked in early 1969.

‘Canada Iron,’ Henri told Elizabeth. ‘They’re mining in a place called Jasperville. They will give us a house, a good wage. There’s a school, a hospital, everything. It will be a change from here.’

‘Where is this place?’

‘In the north-east,’ Henri said. ‘A long way, but perhaps a long way is what we need.’

Henri showed her a map. She looked closely, wondering what kind of life she could make for herself and her children in such a wilderness. She looked at her husband, her father, and then to cupboards that hadn’t been well stocked for a long time.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I came all the way from England for a new life. Perhaps I just need to go a little further to find it.’
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Ludo Caron looked at Jack Devereaux and frowned. ‘I didn’t know you had a brother.’

‘You know now,’ Jack replied matter-of-factly.

‘How long have we known one another?’

‘The fact that you didn’t know I had a brother isn’t any reason to question the nature of our friendship.’

‘Guess that depends on how you define friendship.’

Jack set down the gas cans and leaned against the back of his truck. ‘I guess it does.’

‘In fact, it’s probably fair to say that I know almost nothing about your life before we started working together.’

‘What do you wanna know, Ludo?’

‘Do you have any other brothers?’

‘No.’

‘Sisters?’

‘One,’ Jack said.

‘Older, younger? Name? Where is she?’

‘Older. Juliette. She’s been dead for thirty years. My mother’s been dead for over twenty-five. My father . . .’

Jack paused. His shoulders ached. His eyes hurt. He wanted a drink, a smoke, a reason not to go.

Ludo didn’t say anything.

‘Anything else you want to know?’ Jack asked.

Ludo shook his head.

‘I guess some people don’t talk about the past because they’re ashamed or traumatized or . . . hell, I don’t know. People have their reasons, right?’

‘What’s your reason?’ Ludo asked.

‘I ain’t figured that out yet,’ Jack said. He picked up the gas cans and put them in the bed of the truck.

‘What did Caroline say?’

‘I haven’t told her. She’s due over at my place tonight.’

‘It’s strange, man.’

‘What’s strange?’

‘All of it,’ Ludo said. ‘I’m helping you load your truck for some godforsaken horror of a trip up north because you’ve got a brother I didn’t know about who’s in jail someplace I never heard of. You also got a dead mother—’

‘Your mother’s dead, too.’

‘Sure she is, but you met her, didn’t you? You had dinner with my family a whole bunch of times. You even came to her ­funeral, for Christ’s sake. I guess what’s really strange is that it’s only now that I appreciate how little I know about you.’

‘It’s not so important,’ Jack said.

‘I know it’s not so important, but it’s kind of important.’

‘What can I say? Some questions don’t have a good answer, just like some stories don’t have a good end.’

‘Fuck it,’ Ludo said, and smiled. ‘It doesn’t matter. We are who we are, right?’

‘Help me finish packing,’ Jack said. ‘Then we can get drunk.’

Seated in a booth at the back of a bar downtown, Jack was already three sheets to the wind when Ludo started asking more questions.

They’d been acquaintances, then work colleagues, then friends. That history alone ate up the better part of twenty years. Fire insurance investigation was where they’d met, both new to the profession, both stumbling out of one thing into a new thing like the new thing would be easier. It wasn’t. It was a lot of study, and what they achieved at the end was an awkward no man’s land of a job. Neither cop nor forensics nor straight insurance agent, it was a cousin of all three. The remit covered everything from failed businessmen torching properties to attempted murder. One case involved a woman dousing her adulterous husband in a litre of aged small-batch whiskey and setting him on fire; yet another a pair of siblings working on a life insurance angle that required the deaths of both parents and an aunt. Theirs was a job that required stout boots, a strong stomach, and a dispassionate view of all people, no matter how they appeared to be. In time, Jack Devereaux was good, as was Ludo Caron. Cases had seen them assigned as a team, and out of that had grown the kind of friendship realized in unplanned circumstance or necessity. Jack was the more laconic of the two, a reticence that many translated as unfriendliness. That was not the case. He was just of a mind to say only those things that needed saying. Ludo was married, a father of two girls, caught up in a whirlwind of school runs, grocery shopping, ferrying one to dance classes, another to piano. His life engendered conversation about routine and responsibility. Jack listened attentively when no one else would. It was a life that Jack believed his own parents might have had if things hadn’t gone awry.

‘So,’ Ludo started it. ‘This younger brother of yours. You say his name is Calvis?’

‘Calvis, yes.’

‘How much younger?’

‘Seven years.’

‘So you left this place . . . where was it?’

‘Way up in the north-east. August ’84. Calvis had just turned twelve.’

‘And you’ve not seen him since.’

‘No.’

‘Was there some—’

‘It was an escape, Ludo. I hung in there as long as I could, and then I got away.’

‘Got away from what?’

Jack smiled, but there was no humour in the expression. ‘Everything,’ he said.

‘So this cop. He says that your brother beat the shit out of someone, yeah?’

‘Enough questions. Give me a cigarette.’

‘No. You quit.’

‘Then get me another drink.’

Ludo headed for the bar.

Jack leaned back and closed his eyes. He merely had to think of Jasperville and it tightened the knots within. For someone who didn’t know the place, it would be hard to understand how so much horizon could become such a prison.

Ludo made his way back to the table, inelegantly balancing two glasses of beer and four shots on a small tray.

‘So how’s Florence?’ Jack asked.

‘My wife is the same as always,’ Ludo slurred. ‘My ruin and my salvation.’ He raised his glass. ‘To Florence.’

Jack raised his glass, too. ‘To Florence.’

‘Hey, you gonna marry Caroline?’

‘Marry? No, I will never marry. I told you already.’

‘Marriage is a good thing. If you don’t want to marry Caroline, then you should marry someone else.’

‘You’re too drunk to give me advice about anything.’

Ludo turned to Jack as if any movement of his head was a challenge. ‘You’re gonna be okay?’

‘Fuck knows. I always knew I’d have to go back. Maybe when my father died, you know? Now this has happened, it kind of feels inevitable.’

‘Inevitable that your brother would do whatever he’s done?’

‘Sure,’ Jack said. ‘I’m surprised it’s taken so long.’

‘Man, everything you say makes me feel like . . . Christ, I don’t know, like you have this fucking nightmare of a past that no one knew anything about. You could have talked to me about it.’

‘To what end, Ludo? It’s the past. Digging around and sharing it out serves no purpose.’

‘Whatever, man. I was just saying, you know?’

Ludo reached for his glass. He knocked it, and beer spilled across his hand.

‘Come on,’ Jack said. ‘We’ve both had enough. Let’s walk you home.’

‘I ain’t leaving drinks I paid for,’ Ludo said.

‘Then spill some more so you don’t drink so much.’

They tumbled out of there a half hour later, skidding like novice skaters on the icy sidewalk. Half a block away, Ludo fell into someone’s trashcans. Jack hauled him up, and they went slowly up the hill to Ludo’s house.

The noise they made as they crashed along the veranda was sufficient to bring Florence out.

She glared at Jack. ‘Tu es une mauvaise influence,’ she said.

‘Me?’ he said defensively. ‘Your husband is the bad influence.’

‘Go,’ she said. ‘Get out of here before you wake the girls.’

‘Je suis vraiment désolée, Florence,’ Jack said.

‘Don’t talk French,’ she said. ‘Especially when you’re this drunk.’

‘Au revoir, Ludo,’ Jack said, and clapped him on the shoulder.

‘Safe journey, my friend,’ Ludo said. ‘Whoever your brother fucked up, I hope they deserved it.’

Jack reached the end of the road and looked back at Ludo’s house. Lights burned. Children were asleep. Ludo would be explaining himself to Florence. A real life. Real people.

Jack thought of Caroline. She would hate him when he told her he was going away. He could hear her words already, like nails being hammered into something hard and unforgiving.
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