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            Ben must have sensed what was going to happen, for he started to squirm. “No!” He screamed and clutched fiercely at James.

“Ben, this will be quick.”

“No no no,” yelled the boy. He struggled in James’s arms, with fighting strength.

“Help me!” James demanded. ’Ti-Pete quickly tightened his grip on the lad.

“Ben, be brave. We’ve got to. It will save your life.” The rum appeared. “Drink this, Ben.” James motioned for ’Ti-Pete to lie him on the wood platform in front of the long slicing saw. He put the bottle to his lips, and the lad, looking up into James’s face, took a swig and grimaced. “More Ben, more, it will help.” He drank a few slugs, coughing and spluttering.

Auguste came up.
“Le feu, ça va.”

“The fire’s going? Good.” James grabbed Serge and whispered in French, “Look, we’ve got to amputate. You’ll hold his arm against the saw. ’Ti-Pete will work the saw. I’ll help you. You’ll have to hold him tight, the arm tight, otherwise it won’t be a clean slice. Use all your strength.” Serge stared in surprise, even horror.

“Think you can do it?” James looked into his eyes. Serge stood silent, stricken with doubt. Then he nodded, clenched his fist and held it up, indicating his readiness.

“Good,” James said. “Let’s go fast.”

To Auguste, who was standing by, still stunned at what was about to happen, he ordered, “Go back, check the fire in the cabin. Stick in our shovel. I need it red hot. Quickly!”

Auguste turned and ran out. “All right.” James gestured to Serge. “Pay no attention to anything. Just do what has to be done.”

“Oui oui, je fais mon possible.”
Serge picked up Ben, who writhed vigorously, twisting in his arms. But big Serge, obviously a father with children of his own, spoke in calming French as he tightened his grip. He stepped beside the saw.

With stomach falling through his boots, James reached out and took the mangled arm. “Quickly!” Ignoring Ben’s cries, in one clean swoop, Serge and James placed the arm against the saw and the blade sliced cleanly through the forearm, quicker than ever James had imagined. He let the discarded hand drop. Then he raced around to the other side of the saw where Ben screamed and stout Serge looked as if he might faint.

James grabbed Ben from his arms. “It’s done, Ben, it’s done.” He carried the swooning lad quickly outside, laid him on the grass, and set about loosening the tourniquet. Serge came out to stand beside him.

The blood streamed out. He let it flow for a moment and then tightened it again, stanching the flow.

“Where’s that shovel?” he asked. Serge shook his head. James looked toward the cabin, then gathered Ben in his arms. Ben had sunk into deeper shock as they hurried into the bunkhouse. Just as well.

Auguste sat heating the shovel in the fire. James laid Ben on the nearest lower bunk and motioned for ’Ti-Pete to hold him. He spoke into the lad’s eyes. “Ben,” he said, “it’s almost over.” He prayed hard for God to give him the strength. “When you wake up, you’ll be fine.”

Just then, one of Hall’s customers from New Carlisle came by, calling out in a broad Scot’s accent, “Where are yae all?” He stopped in the doorway as he saw the men. “Won’t be long, sir.” James came over and checked the shovel, already glowing.

The Scotsman stepped in and stood aghast. “Hello, Sir,” James called. “We’ve had an accident. You’ll have to wait.”

“Angus Maclean. But can I help ye?” James noticed his strong, freckled forearms and firm blue eyes under his sandy hair.

“No thank you, Mr. Maclean.” He turned. “Now Auguste, give me that shovel. I’ll have to press it against Ben’s stump.”

Angus stepped forward, his fearful eyes wide with horror. “Ye cannae. I will nae allow it!”

“Mr. Maclean,” James said flatly, “it’s our only chance. Cauterize the stump. I’ve done it in the Navy.”

“Look!” Maclean’s voice rose. “The boy’s got no hand!”

“I had to amputate. Now he must not see this coming. Moments like this, a man has ten times his strength. We’ve got to do it without him knowing.” He turned to Auguste. “I’ve seen dying men take four others to hold them down. We must be quick! No slip ups. That redhot shovel goes cleanly and fast against his stump. Understood? Are you with me?”

Angus lowered his eyes, sighed, and then lifted them. “Dear Lord, ha’e a bit of mercy.”

“Ben oui. Je suis là.”

“Cover Ben’s face with a blanket,” James ordered. “Quickly. Hold him, Serge.”

Serge leapt to do as he was told. James peered at the shovel. Yes. Glowing red. Flashes of his own trauma when he’d been attacked by a cougar and Magwés cauterized him almost blinded him. He remembered he had passed out with the pain. Would Ben do the same? Such brutal punishment.

The shovel shone scarlet. The men were strong, their arms toughened by years of heaving logs: they would brook no resistance.

“Hold his stump, and hold it hard,” James ordered. “I’ll be quick.” He jerked his head, and Auguste came over to help the other two.

Angus put his hands to his face and turned away. Auguste felt for Ben’s arm, thrust it into the air. Ben gave no resistance, not seeing what was coming.

James took the glowing metal and in two steps crossed the space. Before any of them really knew what was happening, he placed it against the stump.

Amidst a loud hiss of steaming blood, Ben gave an unearthly wail and slumped. The smell of burning flesh filled the room. James took the shovel back, threw it by the fire, and straightened. The men relaxed their grip and stood up, panting. Ben had passed out. They took the blanket from his face and covered his tiny body.

Angus Maclean turned back. “Heavenly Lord, I’ve seen a miracle.”

James shook his head. Then, matter of factly: “Now, let’s us all polish off that bottle of rum.”

Chapter Ten

James cradled Ben in a blanket in his arms as they bumped swiftly over the wooded trail back to New Carlisle. His companion and driver was none other than Billy Brotherton.

After they had all taken their slug of rum, with Ben passed out, James had set off for New Carlisle at his Indian trot, covering the miles quicker than ever. Over the weeks, he had taken to running beside the river to check on the latest log booms floating down. The exercise gave him time to think — anything to avoid sitting and moping all day about his lost love. So he was again in the best of shape. Someone had to be found who could look after Ben. Mr. Hall’s family was away visiting Quebec City, and the other owner was William Garrett. So it was to the Garretts that James ran, arriving on their doorstep out of breath and in a sweat.

They were all out but Mrs. Garrett, who welcomed him with astonishment. “Whatever is wrong?” she gasped, opening the door and ushering James inside. Once he had caught his breath and sipped a cup of tea that she had hastily prepared, together with a slice of bread and molasses, he told her the awful story as calmly as he could.

“I have to find a family to look after Ben for two or three weeks until his arm heals. He needs lots of nourishment and sleep, and I’m not sure where to turn.”

“Well, you’ve come to the right place,” Mrs. Garrett declared. “We shall definitely look after the poor wee orphan.”

James looked up at her with softened eyes. “Thank you, Mrs. Garrett,” he said, biting into another slice of bread and molasses, “Thank you so much. I had hoped you might.”

So his first mission had been successful. The next problem was articulated by her before he got the words out of his mouth: “But James, however would you get him here? Mr. Hall has no means of bringing him.”

“No, ma’am, I was hoping to find someone here in New Carlisle who had a fast horse and a buggy.”

“Let me think.” Mrs. Garrett sat for a moment, sipping the tea which she had poured for herself when preparing a cup for James. “You know, I believe the Brothertons have just bought a new sulky.”

“What on earth is that?” James asked.

She smiled: everyone knew what a sulky was. “Well, it has two big round wheels with a seat between, and is meant for speed. I think Billy persuaded his father to get it. They give him everything he wants, you know.”

James nodded calmly, but the words stabbed him like a Spanish stiletto. She went to her drawer and took out pen, ink, and some parchment. “Take this note at once.” While writing, she gave James directions to the Brothertons.

And so it was that he got a ride back, picked up Ben, and was now sitting beside his nemesis, Billy Brotherton, on their way to New Carlisle.

Both ways, Billy had blathered on about his fast horse and his new sulky, and some horse races he’d gotten his father to organize. But now, on the way back, he broached the subject of Catherine. “And ye know,” he said, “I’ll soon be married.”

“Oh?” responded James. “Who to?” He didn’t want to let on he knew anything.

“Byes, a fine woman,” Billy went on. “Can’t wait to get her into the sheets.” He grinned at James.

James repressed the urge to knock him out of the fast-moving carriage. “You still haven’t told me who it is.”

“Why it’s that juicy young Catherine Garrett. Can’t wait to haul her into bed. Pretty wild one, too. Do ye know her?”

“I’ve met her,” James responded. “But she didn’t strike me as particularly wild.”

“It’s that look in her eye,” said Billy “She’ll give me the ride o’ me life, I bet. And I don’t mean in the sulky.” He leered at James. “She’ll be a real wild one once I get her under me blankets.”

James stomach turned. With a great effort of will, he kept himself still. “And when is this wild ride of yours going to happen?”

“The sooner the better,” said Billy, “but she don’t seem too anxious to bed down just yet.” He paused, licking his lips. “So maybe I’ll have t’wait till spring.”

Better play into it, thought James, hating this whole conversation. You’ll find out more that way.

Billy looked over at him. “I heard you was a sailor. Bet you had lots of juicy stuff in port. I heard about you sailors,” he leered.

“I might have had my share,” affirmed James, playing along.

“I get my pick of the girls around here,” said Billy, “but they ain’t none as nice as that there Catherine. Can’t wait to get my hands on them big breasts of hers. I’ll soon show her what’s what.”

James felt his fists clench. It took a tremendous effort of will to stop them from smashing into Billy’s face. “Well, I wish you the best of luck.”

“Tell me where ya live,” said Bill, “and I’ll see you’re invited to the wedding. Big affair, I promise ya.”

“I’m sure it will be.” Just then Ben stirred. He had been in a semi-coma.

“Amazing he can sleep like ’at with his hand off. How did ya say it got cut?”

“I sawed it off,” said James coldly. “Then I pressed a red hot shovel against the stump, to cauterize it.”

Billy looked him with some admiration. This was a sailor not to tangle with.

“Gave him something to make him sleep better, and something else to lessen the pain,” James said. “Found it on my run to New Carlisle.”

“Now there’s a funny thing,” said Billy. “What was it? Laudanum? How’d ya get it on your run?”

“Oh, there wasn’t any Laudanum back at the mill and anyway, I think these herbs are more effective.”

“What kind of herbs are they?” asked Billy.

“Just some medicine I learned from the Micmac.”

Billy swung his head sideways. “What! You mix with them Injuns? Bloody animals! Me friends and me went lookin’ for some to pick off with shotguns. Never found none. They knew well enough to stay away. Came after us English real good, I heard, after we beat the bloody French in Nova Scotia. ’Afore I was born.”

For the first time in his life, James felt a real sense of loathing. How could he let this brute near his beloved Catherine? But what could he do? Mrs. Garrett liked the Brothertons.

***

The speeding sulky rattled down a New Carlisle street toward the Garretts’. Word had obviously spread and several out on their verandas waved a greeting. Billy, of course, sat up and, as appropriate for the hero of the day, waved back. James silently cradled the dazed Ben under a blanket.

When they drew up in front of the Garrett house, the family had gathered on the veranda. Catherine hurried down to greet them, followed by Eleanor. William rose from his rocking chair, a stout and sturdy figure with his cane. The three boys leapt down, William Jr. to hold the horse, John to help James with his burden, and the third, little Joseph, running off to fetch some oats at his father’s command.

“Byes, we made terble fast time,” Billy said, pleased at all the attention. “She’s the best horse around. There’s nawthin’ anywhere’d beat her. I just gave her the head and she ran fer’t.”

James eyed Catherine as he handed her his patient. How could she be so fooled by this idiot? Catherine just carried Ben in her arms up the steps, followed by her mother.

“Well, come in come in,” William welcomed them both.

“Come, take a load off your feet, Billy,” Eleanor added. “I bet ye could do with a cup of tea after that long drive.”

“That I could, ma’am, thank you. It’s not often I get a chance to save a life like this.” He walked up the veranda stairs. James stood by the horse, drained but relieved that Ben was now in good hands.
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