The rental car had provided a comfortable ride as he’d travelled the streets of Montreal – streets that seemed familiar and alien at the same time. He’d only spent a small fraction of his young life in the city, having been packed off to New York by his parents to be schooled. His attention refocused on the stereo as the wiper blades batted water from the windshield.

I spoke to you just the other day,

I hear your voice from far away

I can smell deception in your every word

Maybe I’m dreaming and my vision is blurred

This city had held a kind of emptiness for him until now – kept apart from his parents by geography, he’d never grew to understand them until it was far too late. He recalled that he’d just played a game of hockey when he’d been called to the principal’s office. He’d laughed at the news that a cross-town bus had hit his father. He’d taken it as some practical joke from the ludicrousness of the scenario, until he’d noted the principal’s expression. The man’s face had been one of sheer revulsion, watching this young sweaty boy in his sports kit laughing at the news of his father’s demise.

The laughter had died in his throat in short order, of course, and the boy had excused himself, dismissing the suggestion he talk to the guidance counsellor. He’d walked back to his dormitory then, not even breaking step to vomit into a blue plastic waste paper bin.

The car rolled to a halt outside the imposing gothic cathedral where his father’s body had been buried. The funeral had been a clichéd scene – the young blonde man stood at his mother’s side, she weeping uncontrollably, he bearing the loss mutely and without drama or expression. It had been a closed-casket ceremony, of course. What had been left of the old man hadn’t been pretty.

He walked up the stone steps of the church and stepped inside. The familiar smells came back to him instantly; floor polish, dead flowers and dust. Midnight mass had ended over an hour ago, and he was grateful for that. He realised that, dressed in this new suit and mirrored glasses he looked far too much like either a politician or a drug dealer. Being stared at wasn’t what he wanted right now. He walked down the aisle, the heels of his new shoes clicking against the shining floor. He turned sharply at the end, striding towards the confessional.

In the welcoming darkness of the confessional, he cleared his throat politely to let the resident priest know that someone was ready to confess. The wooden panel slid back, which was Chris’ cue to begin.

“Bless me father, for I have sinned. It was been…” he thought back, counting off the time, “a year since my last confession.” He waited for a commentary on the length of time, but none seemed forthcoming. He looked down at hands that he couldn’t see in the darkness, picking at a fingernail in guilt.

“I guess I should start from the top Father. I’ve let a lot of people down. I deserted them when they needed my help, without a word of explanation. I’ve also had impure thoughts about a girl that I was supposed to be protecting. A girl who’s now missing, which is probably due to my own negligence.”

He absent-mindedly scratched the side of his head, waiting for his confessor’s response.

“It sounds to me like letting people down is becoming a trend for you, Christophe.”

Chris’ eyes went wide in the confessional, but he was paralysed. The same voice that had telephoned him on the cruise ship.

“You went against my wishes too, didn’t you Christophe? I left you that money so you could look after her. A fine job you did there, leaving her to die in that nursing home…”

He could finally move his hands, but his limbs felt rubbery and useless.

“I’m sure going to see her in those final few weeks must have eased your conscience though son. And ending her suffering yourself was a particularly poignant stroke, I thought. What was it again?”

Chris’ voice had seemed to desert him, but he eventually found the power to speak.

“Final stage hepatocarcinoma.” Even in his cracked, strained voice, the words were clearly disjointed, the foreign syllables sounding like the chanting of a child’s playground game.

The nodding of the person on the other side was almost audible.

“Yes, liver cancer. That’s right.”

He felt the anger rise in him, coming to the surface, giving him energy to reply.

“Who are you?”

The voice on the other side tutted, as if admonishing a small child.

“What kind of question is that? Is that really a suitable question to ask your own father?”

Chris shook his head, screwing up his eyes, kneading his eyeballs through the lids with the heels of his hands.

“My father died over a decade ago. You’re not him.”

“How would you know the difference? You barely said two words to me your entire lifetime. I’d have thought…”

The sound of gunfire was incredibly loud in the confines of the wooden confessional. Six thunderclaps in quick succession, then the staccato sound of the hammer striking against empty chambers. This second sound went on for quite a long time.

Chris stumbled out of the confessional, the Porsche glasses forgotten, red streaking down his face, a grown man reduced to the image of a small boy. He crammed the revolver into his suit pocket, and desperately flung open the confessional. The face of a nondescript young man greeted him as the body tumbled forward, the support of the door gone. The expression of the young priest was one of complete surprise and shock.

In the weird confusion he was suffering, a single moment of sick lucidity struck him, and he noted how the grouping of the six entry holes in the man’s chest was a performance to be proud of.

Thankfully the unremarkable grave was far from the road and the cathedral, as the sight of Chris dressed in a $2000 Versace suit raking up clods of earth would have been a suspicious one. He kneeled on the grave, maniacally scrabbling at the dirt with once manicured, but now broken nails.

“Where are you,” he growled. “Where are you, you old bastard!”

He dug at the grave frantically, not realising in his haste the stupidity of trying to dig down six feet using only his hands, and managed to get a good two feet down before the imminent sunrise forced him to give up.

