
The Blue Sweater 

Halstad loped up the cul-de-sac, constricted by itching wool, lungs strained in rising panic. 

The boy was missing. 

He was running because the keys were locked inside his car, a new SUV, with an even newer 

scratch. 

He was warm, perspiring despite the cool night. 

He couldn’t have imagined Jillian in a suburb until he saw the red cedars pressing against the 

borders of the yard, towering and quiet. 

It was Christmas when he first came to B.C., the unsightly sweater was the only thing that 

belonged to him - a gift knitted by his mother-in-law. Without his luggage it was his only option. 

This Neighborhood Welcome Night was organized by the PTA moms of their street, and hosted 

by Joyce Stokee. Her house was only a few minutes from his and the boy’s. Ryan. He had to 

start thinking of his son by name after years of not thinking of them at all. Jillian had owned the 

spacious house, surprising everyone with her early success in art. 

She was always surprising, this was her last and greatest one, dying of cancer at twenty-seven. 

Ryan was only eight. 

 (two hours earlier) 

             Halstad shifted the covers, stooped to peer underneath. Nothing. He couldn’t parent, he 

hadn't wanted children. He wanted to try but was starkly aware of his inadequacy against such a 

loss. 

Ryan was serious. Keeping his grief to himself, negligent to what boys cared about, insisting 

only on wearing the same faded sweatshirt every day. Halstad straightened to find a photo 

under the pillows.  Jillian, her arms around a maybe six-year old Ryan, smiling, eyes crinkling 

against sunlight, wearing a blue sweatshirt… it had the same butterfly on the shoulder… he sat 

down heavily. 



 He had loved her. 

They had become altered people, hurts and memories dissipated to almost nothing over eight 

years. 

It was surreal to mourn someone you’d already lost, like parenting someone to whom you were 

a stranger. Ryan was the only continuity. When Halstad returned to Denmark, Ryan had not 

even said his first words, their confrontation today had been their longest exchange; 

“What happened?” 

Ryan shrugged, focusing on his iPad. 

“Give me that.” He took it without resistance. 

“Did you know about the scratch?” 

He nodded, hands at his sides, curiously bereft without the object. 

“What happened?” 

“I was cold,” he muttered accusingly. “I had to get it.” 

“You made those marks?” 

“With a coat hanger.” He looked up calm and blank. 

“Who taught you this?” 

“The internet.” 

Halstad sighed deeply. This was a grieving child. His child, to protect and guide. 

“Ryan, please understand I can’t allow this behaviour.” 

He stared back, impassive. 

“The keys are locked in, you had to break in?” 

He shrugged. 

“Go to your room.” 

A flash in the child’s innocuous brown eyes. Resentment? 

“Now.” 



He reached for the iPad; Halstad shook his head. 

Before slamming his door Ryan called down clearly, without emotion, “ I hate this.” 

**** 

 He panted under twinkle lights, more from anxiety than from running. The door swung inward to 

warmth redolent of scented candles, contrasting with the chilly air. 

Amber Trenegloss answered, one of the super-moms who had already visited, bearing baked 

goods and arranging play dates, a touching demonstration of their grief over their unlikely friend. 

“Hi! Cool out eh?” 

Their host appeared in clouds of Chanel. Jill had smelled of turpentine. 

He smiled automatically as they led him inside, making discreet glances at the woolen sweater. 

They might dismiss it as Scandinavian fashion. He suppressed frenetic laughter. 

“Joyce, this is lovely, but-” 

A rumble indicated several children. 

“Boys hush! Ryan’s dad-” 

“You’ve seen him?” 

Joyce blinked.

“Ryan’s with Braden.” She smiled. 

Unable to relax he sought out the clustered kids, one occasionally flinging out with wild motion, 

electrons orbiting their subdued nucleus in a grubby blue sweatshirt. 

Ryan looked over, guilt then puzzlement. The sweater. It was fuzzy with a Charlie-Brown stripe. 

Ryan’s lip twitched and Halstad felt his relief arc into something else. He had his mother’s eyes. 

He imagined her trying to donate it, stowing it away instead. Jillian. 

“Ryan?” He stepped forward, arms outstretched. Unsure, fearing rebuff, they had hardly 

touched but Ryan darted forward face streaming with sudden tears, heedless of his friends, and 

Halstad knelt to embrace his son, scratchy wool against dingy blue cotton.



 

 


