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Dedication

Alec Porter: this book is for you





Lucky

Traffic thins as the sun slips low, skimming the top of the highway overpass a block up from our house. Less hot. Time to run.

My sneakers, holed and thin-soled, follow the pavement due south to the Fake Farm. A farm? Kind of a farm, run by government scientists. Smack-dab in the middle of a city. A farm. Sanctuary and solitude. Bleached and burned by sun, subdued by ear-aching wind, gravel rolling along under my feet. How much rubber have I burned here, torn from my soles, as I run down these roads? And buckets of sweat, tallies of calories, drained from me, sunk in and ground down, as I run, fuelling the fields here, corn and soy, the only crops I recognize. This farm is part of me. Me of it. 

It looks empty here. Dome of sky, flat fields for kilometres into the distance on either side, yellow barns dotting the horizon. But there is life here, flesh and heartbeat: dry cows laze in their grassy pasture, foxes dart into the farm forest, that lonely tripod coyote bumping by the paint-peeling silo. Yet only ever a few other runners, squeezed into brightest, tightest spandex. 

And . . . 

A nun runs here. I saw her a month ago now and I can’t decide if she is real or not. So, each farm run comes with the hope I’ll catch another swoosh of her. I’m sure we’d have something to say to each other if we slowed down long enough. And then there are the swarms — murders? — of glossy black crows. Huddled shoulder to shoulder in the arms of a buckthorn tree, plotting to break into the silo, break out of the sky.

I break out, too, run out, to get out, away from my own head, the tangles inside it. And I run out of energy. Squeezed of spit, dried of sweat, and only enough juice in my bones to move me that last kilometre home, cutting through red lights and sluggish traffic, landing hard on soft black asphalt, kneecaps zinging. While, behind me, just there, the farm sky turns that washed-out shade of denim.



It’s a straight shot from the Fake Farm down Ferndale to our house. I’ve been gone an hour and a bit, but I’m so rung out it feels like much more. I’m not a good runner, just a stubborn one. Ray started calling it “Fake Farm” as a little kid, because it is kind of unreal to have a huge farm in the middle of a city. It’s a working farm, but one run by men in lab coats, growing the crops of tomorrow in the fields and greenhouses, cut through with paths and roads, grassy gardens, a swatch of forest I think is called a woodlot, that we locals use to escape from the clutch of this hot, clattery city.

My kids and I live in the main-floor flat of a small house, yellow brick, with a long driveway stretching all the way to the fence at the back. Our street, Ferndale, is narrow and busy, funnelling cars onto and off the bumpy old highway that encircles the city. My friend Irena used to live in the apartment upstairs. She was like a sister, an older one, and moved away a year ago, back to Europe to look after her parents, both of them over ninety years of age, and living alone. She had said, “Chin up, Kate, I’ll be back once they’ve passed away.” The landlord started renovating her place, then stopped without saying why, so now her apartment is vacant. Ferndale is lined with brick houses just like ours, most of them carved up into apartments, with small squares of blunted grass as front yards, the porches jutting close to the sidewalk. A pedestrian or a passing driver could throw a stone and hit me or my big front window, which looks right into our living room. It’s a goldfish-bowl feeling, especially when we’re on the porch. Lucky’s baby gate adds a bit of a barrier, though it’s only thigh-high, and the latch sticks, so the mail carrier just tosses flyers and other junk onto the porch. 

I stretch my tired legs against the iron porch rails, clothes salt-soaked, mouth withered and sticky. July is just ending. A woman rides past on the sidewalk, perched high on an old-fashioned pink bicycle. Her eggplant-coloured sundress flutters around her, and her helmet is perfectly painted to look like a round, shiny watermelon. The decals on the side are shaped like angel wings and say Breezy. Whish — she rounds the next corner at Kimberley Ave. and disappears. My eyes follow her until she’s gone. What I see is my own desire. The desire to ride a bike, all alone and at night, and to spend my money on junk like shiny bike gear, statement eyeglasses, colourful clothes. Just junk. Just for me. 

There’s a house on Kimberley Ave., white wooden siding with the porch and windowsills painted bright blue, sort of like the Greek flag, where a group of women live together, like a collective or a co-op, sometimes doing yoga in the backyard and bikes jumbled on the porch, but no kids’ bikes at all. Based on the eggplant dress, the pink bike, it’s a safe bet this woman lives there. Breezy lives there. 

My son Ray is walking up Ferndale. He’s just visible on the other side of the highway overpass, baseball bat slung over his shoulder, drinking something like a slushie from an oversized cup. It’s a long way from the ballpark, and he should be riding, but his bike is too small now and anyway the brakes are gone. He’s going to have to get some kind of job if he wants one of those mountain bikes with the chunky wheels his friends at the baseball diamond ride. I wave at Ray. Ray waves back with his bat. Then I ring the doorbell, so Austyn can let us in. 

Austyn takes care of my kids when I’m out running. I run so I can keep up with my kids, strengthen my heart and lungs, my bones, so I live long enough to see them get to my age. Forty-six. Because by then I will be nearly ninety. I also run so the angry little pilot light inside me doesn’t ignite into open flame. 

Saturdays and Sundays, Austyn’s at our door at seven in the morning. She gets Lucky her cereal, so Ray can sleep in. Tuesdays and Thursdays, like today, when Ray’s at baseball practice, she comes after supper, makes Lucky her bedtime toast and honey, dripping great big globs of sticky amber down the doors of the kitchen cupboards, then sings her to sleep. Ray and I get back at eight thirty.

Austyn is good with my kids. She’s twenty-two, a video production student at the art college, with hair cut into a blunt Joan-of-Arc bob, and big earmuff-style headphones draped around her neck. She’s tall and strong, once trained in hurdles, and she doesn’t shave her legs. It is a wonderful shock to see, this elegant young woman with legs like a work of performance art. I would love her to catch on video all the eyes of all the men popping out as they scope her body with their leering looks, dumb jaws dropping when they take in her legs. 

Here’s the girl with the angel face, hurdler’s hips, and furry legs. There is a nice rhyme with “angel” and “legs” if you sing it a certain way. Once, I would have set it to simple power chords. Now I’m getting older, so playing cowboy chords on an acoustic guitar feels more natural. 

Ray, who is twelve now, but weeks away from thirteen, tries not to look at Austyn or her legs, but Lucky comes right out and confronts her in that plain kids’ language. “Austyn, why are your legs like a man’s?” 

Austyn will laugh, tweak Lucky’s nose to distract her. If Lucky persists, Austyn challenges her a bit. “Because we’re all mammals, right, and evolved so that body hair keeps us cool.” 

“What’s a mammal?’

“Warm-blooded animals.” 

“Like dogs, cats, raccoons?” 

“Yeah, and, anyway, shaving puts girls to all the extra trouble and expense of buying razors or sugaring kits and then doing that to yourself once a week, so you don’t get teased at school. It’s crap. I mean, it’s fudge.”

Austyn, like Lucky, speaks language that is unafraid and uncensored. Like when I recently revealed my age, just let it slip. “Hey, wow,” she lilted, “my mom is also forty-six!”

“Cool,” I said to this young woman who is old enough to be my daughter. “That is just so cool.”

Austyn’s mom is a principal at an elementary school. I get the feeling they’re friends, sharing secrets and advice, close in a way I can’t understand or condone. In the mom-and-daughter selfie Austyn showed me, this motherly woman radiated an easy kind of elegance, and from what I saw of her toned arms and defined cheekbones, her body has somehow not gone soft with age. Her mom who is forty-six and her kids already grown up. She knew early on what she wanted from life and went for it. Does Austyn’s mom have sex with Austyn’s dad? He dropped her off one Sunday, his scalp so closely shaven his head resembled a shiny pink light bulb. I pretended not to notice when he nodded at me from his bulky SUV. Doesn’t matter. I don’t even remember sex. Running is the sex I have now, ticking the same boxes as playing my guitar — the spiritual, the mental, the physical — and without getting stuck in the sticky mess it always seems to leave. 

I walk Austyn through the dark of our narrow hallway, piled with flip-flops, clogs, and a million runners, gritty with sand from the park. On the porch she tells me the AC was acting up again. “It shut off for a second when Lucky was falling asleep, so I banged on it like you told me.” Her trim fingernails are lacquered turquoise today, and they gleam as she accepts her cash payment. I pay Austyn about the same dismal amount as I earn per hour at Cherish Childcare Centre. We are both caregivers, giving care to other people’s children. Why is the most important job on earth one of the worst paid? Still, I could buy a new air conditioner with the money I give her to babysit. Ray’s just old enough to look after his little sister. But the first and last time I entrusted Lucky with Ray, she spilled a pot of coffee I had left on — reaching up, tiptoed, to touch the little red light, so glowing, so like a gem — scalding herself all down her tender chest. Glass carafe smashed between her feet. I was standing in line at the beer store when the kids called, both in screams and in tears. Lucky will ask about the shiny pink scars on her chest, a splash of bubbly, blistered skin, not quite remembering the coffee. Ray remembers. Ray had insisted on changing the gauze the walk-in doctor gave us and will throw this at me in our worst moments: “How can you still be drinking your disgusting coffee. It stinks.”

“See you Saturday, Kate,” Austyn says, sliding her cash into her jeans pocket. She pulls on her headphones. Where are the wires for those things, anyway? It’s nearly night, but still bright outside, full of mid-summer. The next surge of heat gathers, just below the surface.



After Austyn goes, I find a beer in the fridge. Find my Seagull acoustic. Got to keep it in its case, or the neck will warp. Rain does that to the necks of guitars. Like my old Newporter, one of my first acoustic guitars. After leaving it out last summer — just being lazy — the humidity got into the wood, warping the neck, so it’s a pain to play and doesn’t sound very good. Lesson learned: guitar cases exist for a reason, to cushion and protect, to keep from aging prematurely. 

I’m sitting on the porch. Our AC unit sticks out of the living room window, its ugly metal grating black with exhaust from the road. It sputters and whirs, shuts off like it did for Austyn, so I go inside and turn the switch from on to off three times really fast, bringing it back to life. 

Sometimes, when the AC is struggling, I sing to it, very softly in its ear, treating it like a god and a sleeping bear, object of reverence and fear. I wrote a ballad for our AC unit, too, but it’s not very good. I tried it out on an old bass guitar, but my fingers just aren’t callused that way anymore, so I gave up. Should sell that old bass and amp. 

I used to be in a band, sang and played guitar, wrote most of our songs. And songs still come along, forming in my head until I write them down, so in that way I get them out. But I don’t have an audience anymore, unless you count the kiddos at Cherish Childcare Centre or pedestrians who happen by my front porch when I’m playing. The traffic on Ferndale is so loud I doubt anyone can hear me. Sometimes I can’t hear me.

Drink, think, then I run my calluses along the Seagull’s strings. 

I have only one beer a day. Just one, at night, when the kids are asleep, and I can be alone with my guitar again. There are heaps of empties way at the end of the long driveway separating our house from the neighbour’s, near the backyard and the fire escape that goes up to Irena’s old place. I never remember to cash the bottles in at the beer store, so the pile grows, and I look worse for it, though it is only one beer a day. Things add up when you let them.

I stopped playing when I was thirty-three, not long after Ray was born. My band broke up, the Toy Boats, that was our name.

Ray’s dad Nick was in the band, too, rhythm guitar and backup vocals. For most of our career we were a three-piece: our two guitars, and Marty on drums. We were tight. Like, needlepoint precise. Our songs were pretty simple, really, going for the howl-whisper-howl dynamic, but we knew how to transition in and out, and end with an elegant BAM, all together on the very same note. And, though we practised loudness as an art form, I didn’t have to scream to be heard over the music. Ours was a rare kind of enmeshment: Kat, Marty, Nick. Then we made the mistake of letting my little sister Danette into our trio. With Danny on bass, we got noticed, we started to swell with success until, like stars whose cores get too hot and heavy, we smashed it, the band busted, spewing our innards out into the cold universe, our songs now rocks to kick into ditches. And there I was, alone with no band. Instead, I had a baby. I named him Ray, the brightest, sunniest name I could think of without getting too hip or obvious. 

Lucky came nine years after Ray, the result of a one-nighter. Why would I use birth control at age forty-two? I don’t remember much about Lucky’s father, but he was younger than me by about fifteen years. He knew who I was, or had been, when I was also young and in the Toy Boats, but only because we had that massive hit song Danny and I wrote, “Diving Board.” It was good to feel powerful again, just for those few hours of our flirting in a grubby pub over pints bought by him and then cabbing to my place because Ray was sleeping upstairs at Irena’s.

His name was Al, so he said. He kept daring me to guess his last name, and I wouldn’t. It was probably just the same boring last name as mine. And his jeans and T-shirt smelled strongly of a dryer. He must have used fabric softener and dryer sheets, coating the fabric in a smooth, almost waxy, softness. He was nice, and when he was gone, I was happy about it, the smell of his clothes still lingering. 

That would make a good song. The mountain breeze, of his jeans. Something like that. 

I was forty-three when Lucky was born. I was all set to call her Penny. But that morphed into Lucky, because at my age we were both lucky that she came out so fast, not a single complication. She turned out to be a gift, though she caught me by surprise. I had thought my missed periods were just part of menopause kicking in and was already into the second trimester before I broke down and bought a test kit at the drugstore. Al’s number was long-since deleted from my phone, which was also why I called my daughter Lucky, because she was all mine this time. One thing I know is this: it’s far easier to raise a kid on your own if the alternative is sharing her with a man you can’t stand to think about or remember.

Lucky. We are both so lucky to only have each other. Ray, too, but he juts out a bit now, a sore thumb of sorts, his forever family being the Toronto Blue Jays. Are those deep folds of skin bracketing his mouth really wrinkles? I have them too, but I’m old, used to smoke, and always forget the sunscreen, so sometimes I get called a grandma. Don’t they say new moms are getting older, now that women are waiting longer to have babies? Where are all these old moms hiding?

When I do see a mom at the park with a stroller and a lick of grey hair, I will go and stand by her, close to her, and let my empathy for her waft in her direction. Because it is hard to be middle-aged and alone with a couple of kids, standing by a metal play structure in the cold, damp park, bored and needing an adult to talk to. But then a man with a greying beard and golden retriever and expensive German running shoes will come and put his arm around the older mom, pass her the takeout latte he so thoughtfully brought her. “Bitch,” I will mutter, just loud enough she turns her head. 

I feel that way about Breezy, too, my mind filling with names to call her, and I know it’s jealousy. And curiosity. So, I’m waiting for Breezy to ride past our house again. She reminds me of someone, and that someone is me. If I had not had kids, I would be her, or like her. And though there is something I do not like about her, I want to be like Breezy. There is freedom in the flash of her helmet, the freedom to just get on her bike and ride. I’d get a different kind of bike though, just plain and blue, and no superior attitude. 

Hot and night. The AC grinds. Traffic pulls. Strings of my Seagull feel tight, and the sleek black wood of the body is swollen with humidity. I go in, curl up on a foam bedroll on the living room floor, the kids get the pullout couch, and then we all get some breeze from the AC wheezing in the living room window, tempering the thick humidity that will not quite let me sleep.



It’s Friday. I wake up sticky and dull, and imagine Breezy on her pink bike, watermelon helmet glinting in the breaking sun. She sleeps late, I bet you, practises her yoga. Shops for vegetables and for clothes the colour of vegetables, nibbles vegetables for her breakfast.

Breakfast for us is boxed cereal, orange juice without pulp, and disgusting stinky coffee for me. We eat in the living room, kneeling at the coffee table, so that we are close to the air conditioner. We sleep in the living room, so we are close to the air conditioner. We dress in the living room, read in the living room, play in the living room, cut our toenails in the living room, so we are always close to the cool of the air conditioning unit lodged in the window. The AC is our family’s hearth and home. Now that it’s so hot all the time, we don’t actually need the other rooms in our apartment. Just the living room, galley kitchen, and the closet-sized bathroom are enough. The AC starts to slow down and emits this long, low drone that turns into a whistle, so I hesitate when I turn it off, locking the door behind us.

“Who gave you those sunglasses, Mama?” Lucky jumps, grabbing at my old shades, rediscovered this morning as I was scrounging for clean underwear. I get it, they’re tantalizing: candy-apple red, with big round frames and loops at the hinges. Bought in Chicago when the Toy Boats played down there. I wore them in our “Diving Board” video. Didn’t at least one journalist say that song would be our band’s “Smells Like Teen Spirit”? And doesn’t that mean these sunglasses were very nearly iconic? Just like how more and more girls would show up at our gigs with their hair chopped into a rough pixie, just like me, like Kat Smith? 

“These are super old, Lucky,” I say. “A bit brittle. Only Mama wears them. Okay?” 

Lucky nods without really hearing me. She’s searching my face for the link between her regular, nondescript mom and these flashy glasses that have suddenly taken over my appearance. It’s been years since I’ve worn these sunglasses, worrying they were too recognizable. It took a while to live that stuff down, but I’m just Kate now. 

Outside. Heat rolls, tumbles, like bleary clouds. It’s 7:35 in the a.m. and already thirty-five degrees.

I dread climbing into a car that’s been left to bake in the sun. Blast of heat in the face. Hot black fabric on the backs of your bare legs. Steering wheel broiling palms. I usually park the car way down by the sidewalk, so it catches some shade from the buckthorn on our lawn. 

I start the car, crank the air conditioner. Let it run. Idle. The Crayola idles. Our car is a Corolla, but Lucky calls it a Crayola, so now we all do. 

“Lucky!” Lately her days begin with a game of hide-and-seek. She climbs over the porch railing to avoid the latched baby gate — don’t know why I bother with that contraption anymore — runs up the driveway, past the car, and along the house, disappearing among the boxes and crates of beer bottles at the back. The weeds down there are thick and tough, stubborn saplings shooting up through pea-stone and cracked pavement, nothing a butterfly would be attracted to. There’s a gate that opens into the backyard, which is really just a buggy thicket of Manitoba maples with some garbagy lawn chairs, balding tires, a wading pool camouflaged in dappled shade. The landlord has at least barred the fire escape, otherwise Lucky would be climbing up there daily, just to see if Irena has magically reappeared. I might climb with her. I miss the sound of Irena upstairs — the classic rock station she warbled along to; the squeak of the floor when she stood at the kitchen sink; the grind of her roller chair as she wheeled it over to the window, so she could blow her cigarette smoke out the screen. Irena was just always there, just upstairs, whenever I needed her.

Ray is on the porch swinging his bat, eyes closed, pretending he’s Eddie Bright, his most beloved Blue Jay. I nudge him out of his daydream. He’s the only one who can open the damn baby gate. “Why don’t you just get rid of this thing, Mama?” he snaps at me, unclipping the latch. “She just climbs over.”

“Lucky!” I toss my Seagull into the back of the Crayola, followed by our backpacks, water bottles, packed lunches, Ray’s duffle bag of baseball gear. The AC is blasting. 

My mom gave us the car, a station wagon, bought in the early ’90s: ’92? ’93? So long ago now. We took a taxi to the dealership to pick it up. Danette was with us, a tall, narrow girl with this thick crop of whitish hair enlarging her head like the blowball of a seeded dandelion. She was still shattered from our dad dying the year before. She reminded me of a wineglass: see-through, delicate; her body the stem, her head the goblet, all of her kind of tippy and easy to break. Me, I was a sturdy, reliable beer stein by comparison. 

After our mom signed the papers for the car, Danny begged her not to drive, afraid she’d crash. “Mom, Mommy, please, don’t,” she had repeated, gripping onto the strap of our mom’s purse. But I cheered our mom on, drowning out Danette and brushing off her worries. I was shocked to learn our mom could actually drive, like getting a glimpse into her past life, the person she was before marrying our dad, who never let her near the steering wheel. 

Our mom babied that car. Vacuumed it weekly, wiped down the upholstery, washed it in the driveway with a soft cloth and soapy water. It’s been perfectly preserved, and a solid car; low to the ground and the corners are squared off, not round like today’s cars. The hatch at the back is the right size for an acoustic guitar and kids’ bikes, helmets, baseball gear. My mom splurged and had the AC put in, but it really takes its time getting going before you can feel that beautiful freeze on your skin. 

“Lucky!” Under my breath: “Where the hell is that kid?”

Ray comes down from the porch, closing the baby gate behind him. I don’t have to ask him to help me look for his sister. He heads up the driveway. “Lucky, time to go!”

That’s when Breezy stops her pink bike on the sidewalk. She’s in her watermelon helmet with winged Breezy decals. Could be a brand name. A nickname? A band name? It’s her name now; to me she’s Breezy.

“You really shouldn’t idle your car,” Breezy says, taking in the jumble of our front yard: the weeds, the Halloween ghost decoration I still haven’t taken down from the buckthorn branches, the Ferndale street sign that’s bent over and dented from the cargo van that crashed into it when turning left last fall. We heard the crunch of the impact and then watched with Irena as the police and tow truck sorted out the mess. Paul, our landlord, still won’t agree to build us a fence. 

“We all just have to do our part,” Breezy goes on. But her voice is drowned out by the traffic. Don’t they ride those bikes in Holland? Or is it Sweden? Irena would know. The bike has a military look, a wartime bike, but made modern and ironic in bubble-gum pink. Breezy never rides on the road, because Ferndale is narrow and pitted with potholes, with no room at all for bikes. She’s dressed in full colour and shine. Bright-pink bike, purple saddlebags, yellow flag sticking straight up from the back, the turquoise yoga mat rolled up and poking out from her red backpack. Her sandals are shiny red, too, and her glasses: owl-eye style, silver frames with purple accents. And that helmet really does look like a watermelon. She has a candy-store glow around her. But her sundress is stark black. Her face is thin and plain, middle-aged, like mine, and the thick brown braid that has fallen over her shoulder is threaded with grey. 

“Huh?” I say, touching the sunglasses perched on my head. A symbol of that time before, when swelling, sweaty crowds of drunk girls and boys moshed and surfed to the guitar noise that I generated and controlled. Smoke rose above the sour mix of their melding bodies, that chainsaw buzz in my chest. Nick would hold my eyes as we played: all synced up like the teeth of a zipper. 

“Your car, it’s idling,” Breezy says again. Her feet are planted on the sidewalk, straddling the bike, which looks heavy, like if it fell over she might not be able to lift it up again. What’s in those bursting saddlebags, anyway? 

“Come and find me!” Lucky calls from back in the weeds. 

Ray lowers his Jays cap and wades in. “C’mon, Lucky!” 

Breezy stares at me, lacking all comprehension. “You have children, but you are not being environmentally responsible. I’m only trying to get you to see that.” 

The kids come running back down the driveway, Ray holding Lucky’s hand. They skid to a stop at the sight of the bright glow of the woman on the pink bike.

Anger rushes through me. My children are beside me, waiting to see what I’ll do. 

“Don’t you have children?” I ask her. I’m standing right in the Crayola’s cloud of exhaust. “Do you even have kids?”

Breezy says nothing. The sun visor on her helmet provides enough shade she can wear the owl-eye spectacles instead of sunglasses. 

“I didn’t think so,” I say. I open the car’s back door for Ray and Lucky to climb in. As I lean in to buckle Lucky up, I can see in the rear-view that Breezy is still standing there, watching me. 

“Have a good day!” I call out sarcastically as I get in the driver’s seat. I back out slowly. I get very close to her, but she still won’t move. I honk. She doesn’t move. I think this game we are playing would be called “chicken.” It might also be called “road rage,” at least an early stage of it.

“What’s going on, Mama?” Lucky asks.

“Why won’t she let us out?” Ray wants to know. “Why’s she so mad at us?”

Finally, when I get to within a centimetre of backing over her, she pedals off, disappearing around the corner of the next block, Kimberley Ave. 

As I swallow a thumping tumble of fear and rage, I manage to reassure the kids. “She’s just one of those grumpy people, nothing to worry about.”

“Grumpy like Ms. Nicole?” Lucky asks. 

“Yes, just like that,” I say, foot pressing firmly on the gas pedal, squeezing liquid energy into the internal combustion engine. Now my neighbour around the corner hates me. And I feel hate brewing, too. But I still envy her, my neighbour, and her free-range life.



We drop Ray at baseball camp. He hugs Lucky goodbye, and I get a high-five before he grabs his duffle bag from the trunk. Bright, his jersey reads on the back. That name seems to lift him out of his crowd of baseball boys with similar dreams, but with parents who make more than minimum wage. When I turn to pass Lucky her water bottle, she lunges for my sunglasses again, begs to try them on. “Do they taste good?” 

I tell her no. They only look like candy. “And only Mama wears these,” I say again, knowing it’s just a matter of time before I relent, let her play with them, and one of the arms snaps off. 

Lucky and I take the highway to Cherish. We park next to Ms. Nicole’s brand-new bright-white SUV, my old car zinging with contrast. You really don’t see many old cars on the road anymore. Matt, who is Irena’s stepnephew (I think that’s what he was) offered to buy the Crayola. He was a young guy with a big beard and those jeans that are tight at the ankle. He visited Irena a few times, but mostly I knew him from helping Irena move out last summer. 

Matt kept eyeing the car as we carried boxes down from Irena’s to the moving van, peering in the windows, calling the Crayola “vintage.” Irena winked at me when he said that. She’s older than me, done with worrying about her age, keeps her grey hair tied up in long loose braids. I dye my hair Xtra Easy Darkly Golden Brown when I can afford a box; when I can’t, a grey stripe widens down the middle of my head. 

Matt blushed when I said, “Does that make me vintage, too?” He said to let him know if I ever wanted to sell — “I’d pay really well for this awesome car” — and I still have his number saved in my contacts. He had this smile, toasty and warm, showing off his coffee teeth. When the van was loaded and all that was left in Irena’s place was her office chair with the roller wheels, Matt gave Lucky rides on the chair, zipping her all over the hollow apartment, Lucky gripping the chair’s arms and screaming with joy. Then Irena said, “My turn now, Matthew,” so she got on the chair with Lucky on her lap, and Matt ran them around, twisting the chair as he pushed it, Irena shrieking. Irena wiped her eyes, laughing tears and crying tears. 

I’m late for my shift. I grab bags and backpacks from the Crayola, pull Lucky from her booster, the Seagull from the trunk. Lucky hops onto my back. I jog through the parking lot and into the back door, reserved for employees. Cherish is always freezing cold in the summer, so the sweat on our bodies dries the moment we step inside. 

The long hallway, decorated with kids’ paintings on rough brown paper, is quiet and empty. I kneel at Lucky’s cubby, help her wedge her feet into her indoor shoes (though parents are not supposed to help, otherwise, how will kids learn?). “It’s our secret,” I whisper, looking behind me for any sign of Ms. Nicole. She holds a chubby little dirty finger to her lips. “Shhh!” 

The door to Lucky’s room has a laminated rainbow taped above the No Tree Nuts or Kiwis sign. Lucky’s teacher Ms. Allison answers Lucky’s gentle knock. “Good morning, Lucky. May I shake your hand?” Lucky loves Ms. Allison. She seems to sing her words, like she’s in her own little musical. Ms. Allison smiles at me as she leads Lucky into the classroom.

I miss Lucky the moment the door closes: the weight of her in my arms, back of her slim neck and the vulnerability it holds. Her hair grows very, very slowly. Even at three years old, her scalp is visible though her curls. I stay and watch her — just for a minute — through the window in the hallway.

No. Not a window. It’s a two-way mirror. Cherish classrooms all have them — mine, too — with a row of plastic chairs outside, so parents can be more comfortable when they drop by to spy. Some parents take notes on the Early Childhood Educators looking after their children, reporting our mistakes to Ms. Nicole. After a while of working at Cherish, you feel like you might be getting used to that big mirror set into the wall by the door, but being monitored is not something anyone can really get used to — you just get good at hiding your mistakes. Didn’t I hear from Ms. Allison that Cherish has been budgeting to install live-feed cameras instead? But sometimes, she had said, the blinking red eyes of the mounted cameras can scare little kids. “And me, they scare me.” I had agreed. Though I don’t really understand the technology of the live feed, so can’t say for sure if it would be worse than the mirrors.

Ms. Nicole is at her desk, scrolling on her phone, sucking a green smoothie from a Mason jar. “Late again, Kate?” Her mascaraed eyes seem to X-ray me, scanning for signs of weakness. 

“Sorry,” I tell her. “Traffic.” Breezy on her wartime bike. Her body pressed against the back of the Crayola. The shine of that watermelon helmet and the anger in her eyes. What if my foot had slipped off the brake, and I’d rammed her? 

Ms. Nicole is in her casual Friday attire: jeans with gold ankle zippers, high-heeled sandals with toenails painted the pink of stomach medicine, and her straightened, bleached hair in a very high ponytail, like Danny sometimes wore hers. Her framed diplomas are displayed on the wall behind her, confirming that she is indeed trained and certified as an Early Childhood Educator (same as us, the ECEs she manages). But she also has a diploma in business administration, which, along with the bleached pony, is how she occupies the office near the front door and comes to work in heels. 

“Come in, Kate.” Her voice is flat, so I can’t tell if I’m in trouble or not. 

“Okay, but Serge and Vera will be needing me. Ratios and everything.” 

Ms. Nicole looks at me hard, puts down her phone, then reaches for her smoothie. 

I step into her office. She has a personal coffee pot and mini fridge in here, though she still has to share the staff bathroom. That’s her can of air freshener on the toilet tank. What’s the point? By about 3 p.m. in a childcare centre, everything smells like poo. It rises to the ceiling, that sweet, rotting smell, wafting from the two or three large garbage cans full of dirty diapers we throw out every day. Plus the sacks of cloth diapers the Breezy-type parents insist we bundle up and tolerate. 

Everyone’s afraid of Ms. Nicole. Kids, staff, even the parents stiffen up when her heels come clacking down the halls. But she cuts me some slack. Because of my guitar: “a selling point,” she calls it. “Kate, there’s some prospective parents coming for a tour this morning.”

“Okay.” The waiting list here is a mile long, but Ms. Nicole insists on providing new parents with a false sense of hope they might snag a spot at Cherish.

“And, so, during circle time ensure the songs are more . . . upbeat. None of the ones you wrote yourself. Mr. Klaus thinks they’re too, um, melancholic.” I grip my guitar case. Serge is 100 percent certain Ms. Nicole and Mr. Klaus, the owner of Cherish, are sleeping together. “As do parents on our Facebook page.”

“Okay, sure,” I say to Ms. Nicole. “I can see the songs are a little bleak lately.” Facebook. Fakebook. Those’re real things. Some music nerd like Marty told me. Fakebooks are lead sheets so a musician can pretend herself through the basics of a tune without really knowing it. Here comes that old cringe of selling out to booking agents who would say, “Make sure it’s the pretty one at the front of the stage this time.” I was not pretty, but it was my band. Danette was on bass, and she was good, but it was mostly her weirdly alien beauty that took us from obscurity to hit songs and European tours. Prior to Danny we were a “band’s band.” I think that’s what they said. And that should have been good enough, more than enough, and then the Toy Boats might be a band still, who knows? 

“You know your music is such a selling point here, Kate.” Ms. Nicole flicks her ponytail. 

I grab my guitar and leave. My classroom is the toddler room, for kids aged eighteen to thirty months. Three parents and/or nannies are hunched up on the plastic chairs in the hallway, surveying through the two-way mirror. As I tiptoe in, I turn into another form of me: the “Ms. Kate” me. Little Sophie, Orla, Simon, and all the other innocent kiddos look over at me and grin. Ms. Vera smiles from the sensory table, and Mr. Serge flashes a peace sign with his free hand from where he’s slicing apples at the snack station. Sylvie, with fuzzy red hair and rashy mouth from drooling, wanders over, bowlegged and big-bummed, grabs my leg with one hand, and reaches out for the guitar case. Her eyes sparkle. “Guitar,” she says very clearly. Then she claps. That’s what music does, it makes you happy: kid or adult or scrappy teen. Sure, it makes you sad, too, but even the saddest song is underscored with a beauty that physically soothes us, moves us, draws us into the comfort of gang and group. It will all be okay. Everything will be fine. There is survival in music. Somehow. 

Once, maybe a year ago, Serge had come to work wearing a T-shirt for my band. The plasticky letters of our name were peeling away from the thin cotton, but you could still make out The Toy Boats. Everything was very stiff and silent for a moment, like that old rock T had pressed a pause button, and the world froze. 

“Great shirt,” I finally said to Serge. “I remember that band.” 

He smiled, looked down at his own chest. “Thanks! I got it thrifting. I don’t really know their music. Do you?”

“Sure,” I said. “Well, a bit.” 

“I admit I really just liked the logo,” he said, pointing to a little boat in the bathtub.

“Yeah, nice. Held up well after all this time.” 

“Kind of retro now,” Serge said, loading his lunch into the microwave. 

“Kind of.” I gulped down my coffee so I could leave the staff room. 

Because I am no longer the person I was when I was in that band. I am just not. I was thoughtless and stupid then. But wait . . . I am still thoughtless and stupid. I suppose middle age does not mean the mistakes don’t keep coming. It doesn’t mean that. 



“Circle time, friends!” I call out, a bit too loud, but the sound of my own voice and the anticipation of playing squishes out thoughts of Breezy. Breezy on her bike. That serrated edge in her voice, the fact that she had dared to stand behind my reversing car, the judgment she passed. Sure, I care about global warming. But really, I don’t have the time or energy to do anything about it. What am I supposed to do anyway? Why didn’t she give me some practical tips instead of her stuck-up rage? 

“Happy Friday!” Out comes my beautiful black Seagull and the laundry bin full of tambourines, maracas, triangles, and two small bongo drums that the kiddos fight over every time. As I drag the time-out chair onto the rainbow carpet and sit down, the toddlers waddle over, grabbing for the instruments that Mr. Serge and Ms. Vera very diplomatically distribute as there are not enough to go around. With their shakers and triangles in hand, the kiddos gather around my feet, gazing up with their full cheeks and mouth rashes, crusty noses, peeling bandages, and some littler ones with handkerchiefs tied around their necks to catch the drool. 

The guitar pick in my pocket is bright, bloody red. I show off the pick like it’s a candy, the kiddos’ eyes widening as they gaze up at me and my instrument. I strum, hum. Tune the strings of my favourite guitar. While the children with instruments bang and shake and twang along, I sing with my heart, don’t hold back, because this is what I love. The singing, the stringing. Sings and strings. I love. First, “Heart of Gold” and “Stand by Me,” until we hear Ms. Nicole’s high heels echoing towards us from down the hallway, so I switch to “You Are My Sunshine,” which isn’t actually very happy at all if you pay attention to the lyrics, so it’s sneaky of me to play it. 

Ms. Nicole comes in, followed by the prospective parents she’s trying to woo. The mom is a twig of a girl with pale skin and glassy eyes and who is either very pregnant or has swallowed a Halloween-sized pumpkin. The dad is middle-aged. Greying hair, tanned, with gold running shoes and a black V-neck that shows off his salt-and-pepper chest hair, just a bit, the male version of cleavage. His eyes fall hard on me. 

“Play another song,” he almost commands when “Sunshine” ends. The room is silent, waiting. Is this recognition? I actually feel myself gulp. He speaks again. Speaks to me as if the room is not full of people. “That was just gorgeous and so powerful. Weren’t you in a band once? I’m sure I’ve heard you, seen you, before.”

Ms. Nicole answers for me with a tight smile. “Ms. Kate is not a rock musician, but she is very good with the children. She plays every Friday for all our classrooms, sometimes other days, too. Always for birthdays.” 

“Another song,” he says, ignoring Ms. Nicole. “Something by the Cramps. I have a feeling you know one.” 

The Toy Boats covered “Garbageman” for a few years when we played the Horseshoe, ages ago. When I was nineteen. Nineteen. Not much older than Ray. 

Ms. Nicole nods to me with her permission. 

I take a breath before starting in on “Garbageman.” The kiddos love it — and I modify the lyrics about beatings and sticks. The classic psychobilly song thumped out on my Seagull brings us all to our feet, dancing and shaking and chiming our triangles and thumping our bongos along. When I remember the sweaty swell of playing the Horseshoe, the bodily feel of the sound from my guitar pushing against me as I commanded the stage, I shiver.

The dad goes, “I knew it! But what was the name of your band?”

But I don’t have to answer because his wife pulls him over to the door and they follow Ms. Nicole out of the room. As they linger in the hallway, Ms. Nicole chats away about Cherish’s selling points: healthy vegetarian meals, a 5:1 ratio of child-to-caregiver, two-way mirrors installed for parents to check in on their child unannounced, and Ms. Kate, our veteran ECE, also double-duties as our in-house musician at no extra cost. At the mention of “Ms. Kate,” the aging dad-to-be turns around to look at me one last time. 

I play one more song, this time it’s Raffi, the one about sharing. Little Simon, an annoying, jittery child, keeps pulling the hair of another kid, Orion, whose parents grow his silky red curls long, so they flow down his back. Orion uses his tambourine to swat Simon away a few times, tells him to stop, and just as Mr. Serge is stepping through the cross-legged kids on the carpet towards the two boys, Orion pulls back with the tambourine and wallops Simon, SMACK, across the face, getting him mostly in the eye. My gasp is the loudest. Simon starts wailing, his face igniting into a fiery red. Orion drops his tambourine, starts crying, too, but out of fear and shame. I pull off my guitar, crouch down, and hug Orion’s warm little body. Parents are banging on the other side of the two-way mirror. I ignore them, sinking into Orion and the deep, muscly memories of the violence I once unleashed against my own sister. 

Then I do what is expected of me and settle Orion on the time-out chair. “Just for ten minutes,” I reassure him. And I write his parents the requisite incident report about hitting — Simon’s get one, too — tuck it in his backpack. As Orion sits alone on the orange plastic chair with fuzzy tennis balls covering the feet, cast out from the clan of kiddos, I remind everyone about the dandelion method for calming big feelings. “Okay, friends,” I say, projecting my voice. “Remember what we do when we’re feeling mad or frustrated?” Some of the kiddos hold out a hand towards me, an offering; Orion does, too. We pretend to pick a dandelion. Then, beginning with the forefinger, they tap their thumb to each finger on their chubby little hands. “One seed, two seeds, three seeds, four,” we chant together as we tap. “I don’t feel angry anymore.” Then we blow on our hands, huff and puff away the anger and frustration from our fingertips, like seeds from a fluffy blowball. “Good, my friends,” I say, smiling at Orion, “it’s okay to feel mad, but not okay to hit or hurt someone, okay?”

My Seagull goes in the corner by the diapering station. I roll up my sleeves. We fall back into the routine because kids hit kids every day here. It’s developmentally normal to a certain extent. The rest of the day unfolds as usual. A snack and then playtime outside, but only if it’s not too hot. Then indoors, diapers and potties, lunch, naps, wake-up, snack, outdoor time again, fingerpainting, then time to clean up and go get Lucky from Ms. Allison, drive to get Ray, home to sit in front of the AC with a beer. The days go by fast. Disappear behind me in a blur I’ll never quite remember. I don’t mind. As long as I can sit, sing, and play my guitar, because that old energy is still alive in me, pushing to get out, to make sense of things, turning even my lowest thoughts into a sound that sticks in the air, hangs there, high and safe, and mostly sweet. 



Lucky and I drive Serge to the train station after work. It’s so rare for me to have another adult up front that it feels both very odd and very intimate. I like it. For the duration of that short drive with him, life feels lighter. He’s meeting a friend at the last stop in the south end and then driving to Toronto for the weekend, just to hang out, he says, his eyes glinting as he scrolls through his phone, after being separated from it for the working day. No Cellphone Zone signs decorate every wall of Cherish, but not Ms. Nicole’s office. I’m not a phone person, so I don’t know, understand, or care about social media or whatever people look at as they crook their necks over their devices. Ray says I need to get with the program, at least understand what’s going on in the digital world. But I’m honoured to be part of the analog generation. What good is a global positioning system when that system inevitably crashes, and we get lost fleeing floods and fires, right? Even Breezy would agree with me. 

“Have you been to Toronto?” Serge asks, like you might ask about Paris or L.A., somewhere worthwhile, not that overpriced megacity on the edge of a dirty lake where I had risen up and fallen hard, still feeling the depth of the scrapes all these years later. 

“Once or twice,” I lie, “but not for ages.” 

“Have a great weekend!” he waves his phone at me as he climbs out of the Crayola. 

Traffic is heavy and hot. The Crayola’s AC chugs away as we cross town to the community centre where Ray is in baseball camp. 

Ray gets into the car without saying much. His shirt is caked in dirt, and his chin is scuffed a bright red, but he won’t say what happened. He does tell us his bat’s dead. “It stings my hands when I get a hit.” And the ball doesn’t make that beautiful pop. When we get home, he takes the front door key from me and goes into the apartment first. “Oh no, Mama, it’s so hot in here.” I think he may cry.

Ferndale traffic blasts away behind me. 

Curtains closed, so it’s murky inside, and the air is heavy, congealed. Lucky is in the living room pressing the AC’s button: on-off-on-off. “Mama!” 

Dropping our gear, I try the power switch myself. It gives a hollow click, empty of life. “Fuck.” I never swear in front of my kids, at least not very often. They sit on the couch, shrunken, waiting for me to do something. I have never had a partner to confer with. Sometimes I’ll call my mom, but she’s growing old in a retirement home, and I can’t keep bothering her with my stupid problems. Just leave her alone, I say to myself when I have the urge to call and ask her what I should do. Let her enjoy being old. 

Through the gap in the curtains, I can see the Halloween ghost we hung last October swaying a bit, the shiny fabric catching the buckthorn tree’s needles: long, black things that poke and scratch, intended to keep cows from straying. 

Breezy rides by on the sidewalk. She keeps her winged watermelon head down as she passes.

“Pee if you need to,” I say, “then we’ll go.” The kids don’t move. But I pee, sitting on the toilet for longer than I need. Because I’m tired and it’s good to be alone, even in the baking little bathroom. Lucky comes in and sits on my lap. I wipe, flush, stand up, all while holding her. It’s awkward, but it can be done. 

We drive to ice-cold Ontario Tire. The pungent reek of plastic and solvents calms our frazzled brains right down. We get a cart. Lucky sits in the bottom, Ray pushes. The sales associate we ask about air conditioners says in a hurried voice, “Ma’am, ACs are sold out across the city. You’re lucky we even have any fans left at all.” My question has baffled him. Why am I so late to the game? 

We follow him to the barren home cooling aisle. The fan we choose, one of only two left on the shelves, has already been taken home and opened by someone else. The box’s rips are taped up. 

“Do we get a discount for this?” 

He shakes his head. “Sorry, Ma’am.”

The kids are quiet and patient, and I feel sorry for them for having just me for their parent. So, I break down and buy Ray the sleek red baseball bat he’s found in the sporting goods aisle: a Mizuno Maple Elite. I can’t afford it, but he can’t play with a dead bat. And the way he holds this red one, eyes glazed, sizing up the weight and shape in his hands like I do with guitars, I rationalize the expense. “Put it in the cart,” I say. He hesitates, so I do it for him. “That’s what credit cards are for.” Lucky wants a ginormous jug of bubble mix with an oversized wand. The fan we buy has a powerful turbo motor. It’s ugly, a box-type thing made of black plastic. We really need a new garbage can, ours was stolen, but garbage cans are more expensive than you’d think and too big to carry or drive home. 

We don’t go home. Instead, we hang out in Ontario Tire, drinking in the chilly air and plastic smell. Ray practises his swing with his new bat, almost as expensive as the fan, but he loves it. And it is beautiful, sculpted of sleek wood, stained a deep cherry red, and when I hold it up for the cashier to scan, I get a jolt of its power, like I’m a professional player almost. All understood: I have my Strat, my Newporter, my Seagull, now Ray has this beautiful red bat made of maple wood. “If you’re going to name your bat, how about Cherry Bomb?”

“Okay, Mama,” Ray smiles. “I remember that song.” We used to dance to the Runaways and all kinds of my old LPs when he was little, aged three or four. “Cherry Bomb” was our go-to, especially when we were getting ready for work and daycare. Back in Radiance, my hometown, my friends and I made that song our anthem. We were kids of fifteen or sixteen, figuring out our own guitars, whether we had the spirit and discipline to keep playing. Danette, who had figured out how to pick the lock on my door, stole my Runaways seven-inch, lending it to her own group of friends. The seven-inch eventually came back — one of Danny’s friend’s thought to return it — but the song “Cherry Bomb” was scratched to shit. As I waited in Danny’s dark bedroom for her to come home, I did a little snooping, turning up the lucky rabbit foot keychain I thought I had lost, my earrings made from guitar picks, and love notes some pale nerdy guy had been tucking into my locker. When Danny finally opened her bedroom door, I pounced. Danny was no fragile wineglass; she was actually pretty fierce as she fought me off. “I’m sorry, Kate,” she had said through tears, our mom also sobbing, begging us to stop. But Danny never did stop helping herself to bits and pieces of my life. 

Now Danny is living the dream, and I’m lingering at Ontario Tire remembering the words to “Cherry Bomb.” Suppertime was long ago, so we buy hot dogs, chips, and juice from the snack bar by the returns desk, then loiter in the outdoor living section, comparing the comfort of the deck furniture on display. I lie down on a pillowy chaise longue with Lucky on my tummy. Ray swings in a hammock, cuddled up with his new bat. No one asks us to leave. It’s Friday night. 



We sleep with the new fan trained on us, Ray with his fingers wrapped around his beloved Cherry Bomb bat. The fan does a good job blowing hot air around the apartment. Bottles of frozen water set in front of the blades cool its breeze, but these bottles melt fast, and our freezer isn’t big enough for a stockpile. We long for the old AC, so we take turns getting up from the couch and pressing the on/off switch, just in case a miracle happens, and it whirrs back to life. But it’s just a dead hunk now, stuck in the window, too heavy to lift. Finally, the kids pass out on the pullout, no sheets. 

Grab a beer in one hand. My guitar should go in the other, but there’s no Seagull to play tonight. It’s not in the trunk of the Crayola or anywhere in the apartment, because it’s still at Cherish, propped up beside the diapering station where I forgot it. So, I get my warp-necked Newporter out instead. Run my fingers over its rough strings and, out on the porch, wipe the black soot from the lawn chair with a rag. It’s about thirty degrees outside now that the sun is down. Almost bearable. With cold beer, yes, it’s bearable. 

Sometimes I will type “the Toy Boats” into a search engine on my phone. We don’t have Wi-Fi, but the neighbours do, and it didn’t take Austyn long to figure out how to tap into it. SmellySocks123 is the strongest signal. Anyway, when I search for “Toy Boats” without the “the” Yoko Ono usually comes up; “Toyboat” is one of her songs. I loved Yoko Ono growing up, learning about her when I found her LP with “Toyboat” just randomly at a garage sale in Radiance. Yoko and the song stuck with me so much that I named my band the Toy Boats (it was Nick’s band by then, too). When I search “the Toy Boats,” images only, no text, no sounds, I see myself, my band, but the pictures are mostly from the Danette years, when we were getting big. 

It’s surprising how many pictures there are of us on the internet, though we played mostly in the time before cellphone cameras took over, and everyone started recording every petty thing in their lives. Even in the bad pictures with our mouths cranked open and eyes half shut, hair stuck to our sweaty faces, singing our lungs out, we are beautiful. Nick included. His pictures come with shivers of that zippered feeling, us being bound up together in the music we were writing and playing. We were never a couple. We were the guitarists in a three-piece band, and, until Danny and her bass came along, that tightness came with sex. Sex that was on-again/off-again, intense beyond love, just part of the life of us two musicians. Marty, our drummer, knew about me and Nick, but it never got in the way of the band, so he didn’t care, or didn’t seem to. Nick, Marty, and me, we had nailed our sound, earned a reputation and a respectable following, and I wrote all the songs. I was Kat back then. Kat Smith. 

And I still am a good musician. This is an objective fact. I know it sounds stupid, but the kiddos at Cherish with the wide, wondering looks in their beautiful big eyes on all those Fridays when I play for them confirm this. Strings and wood, tension, friction, the air in your lungs. So basic and so hard and so beautiful when you get it right. I get it right.



We wake up hot and cranky, stuck to our mattresses. It’s 6:30 a.m. I don’t have enough energy to run to the Fake Farm today. Or is it just that after buying the fan, baseball bat, and bubbles, I can’t really justify paying Austyn to look after the kids? So, when Lucky turns on the TV looking for baseball highlights for her big brother, I text Austyn, lying to her that Lucky has another runny nose, so we’re staying home. 

I let the kids laze around watching Jays highlights while I call a few air conditioner repair places. They all laugh at the idea of fixing a unit as old and decrepit as ours, but I leave my number with a few places that sell used units. I am now on waiting lists. “There’s just such a demand, Ma’am. And no supply at all right now.”

Ray watches baseball highlights every morning, and we listen to the games if we can’t pick them up on TV. I hated baseball before, or at least didn’t like it, but I follow it with Ray, and I let him teach me how to interpret stats. We played catch together until he was about eight, when I got too clumsy and slow for him. So, I started him in baseball camps, expensive ones I pay for with a credit card, the only way he can go. 

The shower is as cold as I can stand, blasting away at that swollen feeling, that puffiness in the skin and tightness in the limbs. I worked all week with little kids, kneeling to hear them, help them, to wipe them, to pick them up for a hug, though we are not allowed to do that. The memory of Orion smacking Simon with the tambourine keeps creeping in. I wonder whose parent it was banging on the two-way mirror. Ms. Nicole might bawl me out on Monday. 

Lucky pulls back the shower curtain, scaring the shit right out of me. “I see Mama’s boobies!”

“Jesus, Lucky!” 

Lucky scampers off, reporting to Ray what she has just seen. “They’re soggy,” she says. Not saggy. Soggy. Which one is worse? 



I pack up snacks, water, our rubber boots, the nets we use for catching snakes, frogs, and turtles, and we pile into the Crayola, AC cranked. If we leave early enough, we can beat the worst part of the heat. But Ray insists on running back onto the porch for Cherry Bomb, his new bat. He has to wrestle with the baby gate to get the latch open; grabs the bat and stashes it in the trunk. 

“Can we go, please?” Ray mutters, buckling in. He’s grumpy because the AC has not yet made the inside of the car fully bearable. Or he’s grumpy because he’s twelve, hanging out with his mom and little sister on a Saturday in summer. I turn around, lift my sunglasses, glare at him. 

Ray pulls down his cap, covering his eyes. “Or all the snakes will be asleep.”

“Why will the snakes be asleep?” Lucky asks. Her questions go on and on, in an endless loop. 

“The Snake Walk” is public land, where the kids and I roam along the banks of the Racine River and its subsidiary creeks, looking for reptiles, like when I was a kid. Before our dad died, Danny and I haunted bushy areas like this, stopping first at the gas station in town to shoplift jawbreakers and cans of pop, while Danny distracted the attendant with her smile and weird blond eyelashes. Our mom mostly let us roam free. Moms were busy back then, so kids played on their own. Now, there is no such thing as a mom being too busy to play with her kids. 

Danny and I fought a lot at home, but we never fought in the bush. No toys to steal or dad to try to win over. Danny was a daddy’s girl, a position I was always trying to upend by doing the “boy” things I thought he’d like me for, being loud and brave and not crying, even when I fell from the roof of our house and broke my collarbone, even when he died of a heart attack. Danny cried enough for all of us when he died. And we never roamed the bush together after that. I think I mourned the loss of my little sister, the playmate she was, more than I mourned my gruff dad with his hackled whiskers and fingers gingered with nicotine. 

We park in the shade of the bush along the gravel road. Lucky is doing her annoying thing, climbing into the front of the Crayola, playing with the horn and levers. 

“Lucky! Cars are not toys. Jesus, they can hurt you, come on out!” I go too far. 

Lucky starts to cry. “Mama, your voice was so big.”

We get our rubbers on, bug spray, hats, me with the nets and backpack. Lock the Crayola, the windows slightly cracked. Set out. 

There are wildflowers and birds of all kinds: herons, ducks, geese, woodpeckers, goldfinches. Handmade signs warn of coyotes. We pick tiny blue wildflowers, and, like Danette taught me, I braid them into crowns that wilt as we wear them, soon enough falling off, so I feel like I’m back there, in the Radiance bush with my little sister. Yes, there are trains going over the bridge and hydro lines cutting down from the road, some high-rises to the east. But if we don’t look at them, we can forget that we’re in the middle of this bland, ordinary city I moved to because it was far from Toronto, and a bit closer to my mom. 

At “Frog Creek” there’s a homespun wooden bridge where we sit, dangling our toes and sharing granola bars, cheese strings, fruit leather, water from our bottles. We’re sweating, the sunscreen melting and, along with the bug spray, dripping into our eyes. 

I see her head first, poking out from the thick grass along the creek. She moves slowly, coiling up on a flat rock in the sun. I pass my granola bar to Ray. It takes only three quick steps for me to be on her, like I am eight years old again, hunting in the bush with Danny, who was a pro at scooping up snapping turtles, while I went in for snakes. 

Snakes like this one. She’s a long, thick garter. I hold her head, up near the jaws. She hangs there, immobile, her strength and her soul frozen solid with fear. 

“Come take a look, kids,” I whisper. “She’s really scared.”

Lucky sticks out a finger. Ray stands back. He really needs to think about things before he makes a new move.

“How’s it a girl snake, Mama?” Lucky asks. 

I show them the way her long tail is thin and tapered. I don’t say there are not two penises, as male snakes have, because I don’t want to answer a loop of questions about penises.

“Ray?” I say to my son, holding the snake towards him. 

He surprises me by taking her from me. He is as stiff and nervous as the snake. 

“How many babies does she have?” Lucky asks.

“I really don’t know, Lucky,” I say, watching Ray. His shoulders are easing up. 

“Is there a daddy snake?”

“Sure, somewhere, but daddy snakes don’t stay with their babies. That’s a job for the mamas.”

“Like me and Ray, there’s no daddy?”

“I really don’t know much about daddy snakes, Lucky, let’s look that up on my phone when we get home. Okay?” There’s a high-pitched rise of frog song, and it seems to signal a distinct surge in the heat. I gesture for Ray to crouch. “One. Two. Three.” 

Ray lowers the snake and opens his hands. She flashes away so fast it’s like she was never there. Back to her nest of babies. Will they feel her fear and tension? Or is it a smell? A stiffness in her body? I imagine her needing to sleep after what we did to her, sleep away the shock, the fear. As we walk back to the car, I try to remember haunting the bush with Danette after our dad died, but I can’t. Everything was different after that. We grew up fast and we grew apart.

Lucky falls asleep on the way home, her little hands still clutching her pink doughnut with sprinkles, one bite gone. We stopped for drive-thru coffee. 

Ray says, “I’ll unpack the trunk.”

I unbuckle Lucky and carry her inside, just about tripping over the damn baby gate Ray propped open with a backpack. Behind me Ray has found Cherry Bomb in the trunk and is standing with it on the sidewalk practising his swing, low and slow, pretending he’s Eddie Bright.

Lucky squirms in my arms. I am slow and quiet unlocking the front door. I want Lucky to sleep. I want Ray to watch baseball. I want to sit in front of the fan with a coffee and just rest everything. Even my hair feels tired, from work, the heat, the kids, the traffic, the street. 

When I go back outside after settling Lucky on the couch, Breezy, head encased in her winged watermelon, is coming up the sidewalk on her bike. Surely that thing costs as much as my Crayola, likely weighs as much, too. 

Ray’s in his trance still, swinging his bat, eyes mostly closed. 

Breezy rings her bell at him. But it’s too late, she has started to wobble and is forced to jump down from the pedals. The bike starts to tip, but she catches it, straddles it. The yoga mat is sticking out of one of the bike bags, also a head of celery and the dark green leaves of some unfamiliar vegetable. 

Ray keeps swinging. In his head he’s Eddie Bright, up to bat in front of a tense, roaring crowd, playing somewhere out of town, like Fenway Park. The Jays are down by one run, but Bright’s line drive brings two players home and wins the game. He even pretends to spit, like Eddie Bright, a quick glob that he wipes down under his shoe.

Breezy rings her bell and says, “Beep-beep.” 

I hate her. “Hey!” I shout. “Heads up, Ray!” 

My voice breaks his trance, startles him so he loses his grip on the bat, and the thing goes flying into the road. My son looks behind him at the bus that’s coming, but he makes this movement like he’s going for the bat anyway. The bus brakes to a stop, blares its horn. Ray jumps back from the road, his hands shooting up to the sides of his head. 

As I run down the steps towards Ray, I push past Breezy, and our shoulders bang. She gasps, grabs her handlebars tighter, so she won’t lose her grip on the bike again. That goddamn pink bike. Cars are lined up behind the stopped bus, honking like crazy. 

I step out in front of the bus, grabbing the bat. The bus drives off, but of course the driver just has to open the door as he passes and holler something ugly: “Watch your fucking kids!”

He said “kids.” He knows I have two children because he drives by us every day and sees me with them. 

Ray pulls in close to me. “What were you doing?” I’m scolding him now, deflecting my own shit and shame and anger onto my son. He has done nothing. He is just a boy, a good boy, who lives on a busy street with a parent who is frazzled and alone. I like that word, “frazzled.” I see a woman with her hair standing on end like she has been electrocuted, like life has electrocuted her. And the song would go something like: face charred/ clothes singed/ TV gobbled/ beer binged. 

Breezy stares at us, sweating, her owlish eyeglasses slipping down her nose. “Traffic is a monster,” she says. What is the colour of her eyes? All I see are those glasses. Is she truly a crazy person, or just really mean? 

“Huh?” 

“It’s a monster,” she goes on. “A tyrant. We live with it unquestioningly, trying to tame and control it, but it’s too late, it controls us. The way we breathe, eat, sleep.” She looks around to see if she can ride out in the road just to get around us. She can’t. Ferndale is thick with cars this Saturday. “Excuse me,” she says, “I need to get by.” 

We are the same height, the same age. Our hair is the same, though the styles diverge, and under our clothes, our bodies are probably pretty close. Middle-aged perimenopausal women, dime-a-dozen, not quite content with just blending into the background. I say, “You shouldn’t ride on the sidewalk.” 

Now it’s her turn to say “Pardon me?” in that offended tone. 

Digging deep into my diaphragm, I shout now: “Side WALK!” My face is dripping, and sweat runs down my back. “Side WALK!” Breezy goes pale and stony, like she’s been slapped. Then the colour rises, her adrenal glands pumping anger and embarrassment into her face.

Lucky is awake, on the porch now, sipping from her water bottle. “What happened, Mama?” I follow Ray up the steps, stoop, and scoop up Lucky. “Nothing, sweetie,” I say. 

“Where’s my doughnut?”

I close the door against Breezy, a blur of candy-coating still standing on the sidewalk near our good old Crayola. She’s watching me. Then she whips out a cellphone and takes a picture of my house. She’s got my address to call in to the police. Or she’s adding me to her shit list. The neighbours from next door are lounging on their porch, watching. The man is skinny with an orange construction-worker vest far too big for him, while his wife or girlfriend wears jean shorts and halter tops that are too youthful. Irena had a confrontation with the woman once, something about dumping their garbage in our driveway, so we avoid them. 

Later, I go out to look for the doughnut. The icing has melted all over Lucky’s car seat. And the cake itself just falls apart as I pick it up, liquefied in the car’s trapped heat. There’s a tissue in my pocket, always a used tissue, for wiping up sticky stuff. My sunglasses are folded on the dashboard, glowing in sunlight. Would they melt if I leave them there? Somehow, I want them to melt, to turn into a puddle of the past, a puddle of Kat to wipe up with tissue. I leave them there to cook. 

But then a bus goes by again, slowed by traffic, and the driver, same one as before, turns his head. His scorn is visible in his very silhouette. So, I do what I have to do. I give him the finger, two fingers, both hands lifted high, and I yell, “Hey! Eat my shit!”

No one is looking, I don’t think.



Monday. I wake up first, five-thirty, my damp T-shirt stuck to my foam mattress. 

Radio says the heat wave is stretching on, no end in sight, and warns against spending time outside. “Cooling centres are open across the city for those who don’t have air conditioning.”

The bottles of frozen water in front of the fan help a bit. I wake up the kids.

We are outside by 7:50 a.m., about five minutes behind schedule. Ray can barely open the baby gate. The latch is extra stubborn as the wood is fat with humidity. And the Crayola is simmering inside. I turn on the engine, crank up the AC. Let it idle and cool. My driver’s door is open, so is Ray’s, just a crack, because I always worry I’ll lock the keys inside. 

Ray is on the porch blowing bubbles for Lucky from the ginormous jug of the bubble stuff we bought at Ontario Tire. Lucky is jumping around, reaching out with her fingers to touch the bubbles, squealing with delight. 

“Okay, all set. Car’ll be bearable in a sec.” 

The kids ignore me. The bubbles truly are ginormous, and they shimmer with rainbows, hovering in the hot air, pure magic. Ray picks up Cherry Bomb and starts tapping the bubbles, assuming the proper stance of Eddie Bright and his Blue Jay heroes. Mostly the bubbles stick to the end of the bat, then hold on for a breath, before giving in with a pop. The sparks of a song go off in my head. Ba, ba, bap, badada.


Baseball

bubbles

soft pops

puddles

sun spots

blood clots

look

we’re having fun.



It’s getting late. “Come on, kids!” My mood shifts. I scold them, dropping my purse so the slump of it props open the baby gate. “Get a move on.” With bags, packs, water bottles, we walk down the steps. I let go of Lucky’s hand as I open the car’s back door, Ray’s door, behind my driver’s seat. “Okay, in you go.” But Lucky scampers around in the driveway. “Find me, Mama, find me first!” 

“Jesus, Lucky,” my voice getting big, “we’re late.”

Then Ray calls out, “Cherry!” and runs up the porch steps for his bat. I turn. My purse is still slumped by the gate.

“Find me, Mama!” Lucky shouts again. She runs around the idling car and crawls through the open door, Ray’s door, into the back seat where it’s nice and cool. Shwish-clink. Lucky pulls the door closed behind her. Well, at least the kid is in the car, putting us back on schedule. So, I follow Ray up the porch, grabbing my purse, my phone. 

Ba, ba, bap, badada. Baseball, bubbles, soft pops, puddles. 

I can’t help it. I phone myself and leave a voicemail, singing that melody, those words, recording it, before I forget. Lucky is in the corner of my eye, still crouching in the back of the car. 

The baby gate has clicked shut, enclosing me and Ray on the porch. Ray rattles it. “Mama, we’re stuck,” he tells me, squeezing the metal latch. It won’t release.

“What?”

“The gate.” Ray’s eyes crinkle with frustration. The Crayola idles away, the sound of the engine grinding at my nerves. 

Now I’m rattling the gate, the damn latch. “Let’s just leave it,” I say, grabbing the slats, ready to tear the gate off the hinges. “Climb over.”

“Or I’ll smash it.” Ray’s pulling into a low swing, Cherry Bomb gleaming in the sun. 

“Oh, Ray,” I start in, lecturing him about the cost of replacing the gate, and let’s figure it out later, properly, we’re late now. 

Shwish-clink. A car door closes. Too near. Too near. 

The Crayola’s door. My door. Driver’s door.

We stand, turn towards the driveway. The Crayola is already shooting backwards onto Ferndale. 

My body freezes over, while my brain spins. Is Lucky really driving the car? Did Lucky actually climb into the driver’s seat, release the gear, and somehow back out of the driveway? But how would her tiny sandalled feet reach those big pedals way down there, and how is she driving so straight, with such purpose? 

There is a shadow at the wheel, pure shadow, and all silhouette. A nose. The nose is sloped, pointy at the tip. A big person’s nose. A grown up’s nose. Wearing my candy-apple-red sunglasses. Like I’m looking at myself, how I was, in my past life. 

Clunk-clunk. Ray’s bat falls from his hands, rolls along the porch. He freezes there, his hands empty. I grab his hand, and together we climb over the porch railing, jump to the ground, landing hard, then run after the car, our car.

To the corner, around the corner, and then we stop.

Lucky is in the Crayola, and the Crayola is gone.



One of us calls 911. One of us shouts for the police to come. My voice, Ray’s voice, one and the same. 

Ray pulls me inside, begging, “Mama!” 

Why does he want to be inside? What if Lucky comes right back? She is coming right back. I fight Ray, shake him from me.

But my son Ray has strong hands from holding a bat, catching a ball, throwing a ball, too, and he grips my arm, so I come in, away from Ferndale, the blaze of morning. 

How long do I stand at the window, waiting? Looking out at the driveway. The driveway that is gross and hideous because it is so empty. If I stare at it hard enough, the Crayola will have to reappear, with Lucky waving at me from behind her fingerprinted window. If I stare at it hard enough, she will come right back.

Ray is on the couch; his eyes fixed on the TV. Blue Jays highlights. He doesn’t hear me leave the apartment, go out to the street, squint into Ferndale traffic in search of the Crayola, making myself visible in case Lucky drives by. My hands are frozen, numb, but my face is searing, and my chest is about to explode. I’m squeezing my cellphone with both hands. But there is no one to phone for help. 

Then I’m climbing the barricaded fire escape up to Irena’s old place. The landlord has secured the door with one of those lockboxes like the real estate agent used on my mom’s house. Rattle the knob, bang on the door with my palms, slam into it with my shoulders. Irena must open up. Irena must help me. 

Back into the apartment. 

Nausea twists through me. Then recedes. Twists, recedes. 

Ray is still perched on the edge of the couch. One arm folded around Cherry Bomb. He’s turned the fan back on, and it blows right on him, pushing his hair away from his forehead.

Every second that passes pokes at me. But, also, time seems frozen, nailed down to this, this, this. My brain is just: Lucky.

The police arrive. They drive these big SUVs now. Now the driveway is full again. Two officers get out, notebooks in hand, sunglasses on. One is a woman. 

I must have been shouting, shouting Lucky’s name, as I ran after her, because my throat is ripped up and raw. My shoulders ache from slamming into Irena’s door. 

Police make a lot of noise walking up the stairs in those heavy black shoes.

They come inside. Man cop, woman cop. They do not take off their shoes. They take up a lot of room. My living room, the room where I live with my kids. Their bodies in those uniforms grow and expand, sucking up precious air cooled by the fan. 

“She turned right, turned right at the corner. Down the first street that way. I can’t remember the name. We ran down that street until the car was gone.” 

“She?” the male cop asks. “The person who stole the car is a female?”

“A woman,” I say. “I’m sure.” 

Officer Oliphant is the woman cop. She writes something in her book, looks up at me. Her eyes are flat and grey, like dimes. 

“I heard my door slam. Lucky was already inside, hiding. Hide-and-go-seek. Her game of the week.” My lips are rough and salty as I lick them. Officer Oliphant blinks. 

Then her questions come. Rapid fire. 

When did this happen? 

Where was I? 

Are you sure your daughter wasn’t buckled in?

Did I really see the person? 

What did the person look like? 

Were there any neighbours around? 

Which ones? 

Who would have done this? 

My daughter’s father, for example. Who is he? Where is he? 

I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.

Then there is the description of the car. Licence plate? Year of make? 

And a photo of Lucky, recent. 

What was she wearing?

How tall? 

How many kilos? 

Scars? Birthmark? Unusual identifying traits?

My phone rings. We all jump. 

The display on my phone says: CHERISH CHILDCARE CENTRE.

Ms. Nicole. Angry. 

Ray holds the phone to my ear. My hands are shaking that much. “Sorry, yeah, I’m sick. So-so-so sorry. Be there tomorrow, yeah.” 

“Do you have someone who can stay with you?” Officer Oliphant asks this.

I am looking up at her. 

“A friend? A relative?”

I am looking up at her.

“Irena,” I say. But Irena is gone. So I say, “Austyn.” 

Officer Oliphant thinks this is a friend. “Give her a call. You should have someone while you’re waiting.” She adds that I can always call the Victim Support Unit. 

Austyn comes. She’s fast. In the space of time it takes for me to get a beer from the fridge, she comes. Beer is the only alcohol in the house. It’s sweet and cold, and I can taste the very colour of it, the amber, the thick honey. The photo of my mom that was stuck to the fridge is in my hand. She’s leaning against the Crayola, back when it was hers, when she looked more like me, how I am now. I hold the photo to my forehead. The beer to my forehead. 

Austyn’s eyes land on the photo. “Look, this pic of Kate’s car. You should take it. So you know what the car looks like.” The male cop shrugs off the picture. Austyn sizes up my beer. Then looks at Officer Oliphant. Then back at me. Austyn tries to hug Ray, who is frozen in front of the Jays. His legs still crossed at the ankles. The same home run, over and over. The pop. The cheers. He doesn’t seem to be blinking. Austyn is carrying a shopping bag with a tub of ice cream. “From my mom.” She moves towards the kitchen. The freezer door opens and closes.

Officer Oliphant says to Austyn, “A social worker will come within twenty-four hours to investigate.” Austyn squints at the word investigate. I don’t know what this means. The male officer with Oliphant is a blur. I keep forgetting he is here, in my apartment. 

He is here because Lucky is gone. 

Cold beer is sweating in my hand. If I look at my mom’s picture for long enough the tightness in my chest loosens, lets me breathe, speak. 

Nausea rolls over me, a thick wave of it. Another glug of beer pushes it back again. 

“Her name is Gail,” she says, Officer Oliphant, OO. 

“Who?”

“The social worker. She’s coming tomorrow. To investigate. I called it in.” There is a hand on my shoulder. OO’s hand. A hard, blood-souring squeeze. “She’s good with you moms.”

Good with moms. You moms. Me moms. “Gail,” I repeat. The name of someone older than me, an elder, with more life experience. Grey hair, bifocals? Homemade clothes?

I move to the living-room window. If I look out at the driveway long enough, Lucky will come back. Someone has opened the baby gate, propped it open with a brick from somewhere. Those ill-fitting neighbours are in front of their house, arms crossed, looking at the cop cars. 

The broken AC juts out of the windowpane, useless. A boxy old corpse. There is another police car now, on the lawn, its tires sinking into the dirt. Ferndale traffic is slow, creeping past our house, looking at the police cars, then at our porch. I make eye contact with a woman driver. She has lifted her sunglasses. I touch my head, half expecting my candy-apple-red sunglasses to be there. The woman driver does not look away from my eyes, she just moves on into the flow of traffic. 

Lucky whips through the coils of my brain.

Austyn says, “Will there be an Amber Alert?”

OO answers. Her voice is so distant. “I don’t think an Amber is warranted. Happens in summer now. Idling cars get nicked. In winter this happens, too, stolen when left to warm up.”

“Really? Austyn sneers, not believing. “So, this was, like, just a random fluke?” 

OO ignores her. The police leave, shut the door. They walk down the front steps in their big black running shoes. Austyn has scooped three bowls of ice cream. “Rocky road flavour.” 

Sit down on the couch again, Ray shifts away from me, so he’s stuck to Austyn’s side, his leg plastered to hers. “I called Victims Support, Kate,” Austyn says. “The police thought I should.” 

The nausea is now a nest of mice teeming in my stomach, nosing around for a way out. 

Someone in this room must have thanked Austyn for coming, for bringing the ice cream, because Austyn is rambling a bit. “And she says eating ice cream is good for you, to process the shock.” Ice cream drips down my bowl and onto a bare knee. 

Shauna is here. “Victim Support Unit,” she says slipping off her shoes. She is so young. Everyone around me is too young. I want, need, someone older here. Irena. My mom. 

“Oh, my dear,” Shauna says. “My dear.” She squeezes herself beside me, almost sitting on Austyn, who stands up, holding her empty bowl. I can’t answer Shauna. She’s speaking but the words blow right by me. 

There is a box of doughnuts now, too. Three iced coffees with milky swirls. Shauna is rubbing my back. “It is such a horrible shock. Your daughter was there and then gone. Just in a split second, just a freak accident. And all we can do is wait and try not to go crazy. Oh, Kate.”

“Shouldn’t we be out looking?” I ask her. “What am I supposed to do?” 

“We’re not here to judge,” Shauna says. “Just to help you through these difficult hours. How horrible. Do you have any sedatives?”

Lucky

Move again to the window. If I look long enough. If I have another beer. 

“Shouldn’t we be out looking? What am I supposed to do?” 

No one answers. 

Then Austyn is gone. 

Shauna is talking on her phone, eyebrows knitted, “She’s in shock, so is her boy.” She ends the call. 

Shauna wants to know if I need anything. She holds my hand for a time. Does more of her calm talking. Some cousin we barely knew held my mom’s hand when my dad died. Wouldn’t let go. My mom’s hand pruned from the clammy sweat.

“Shouldn’t we be out looking? What am I supposed to do?” 

“I know, I know. Let’s hear from Oliphant first. Officer Oliphant.”

Ray grips his red bat so tightly at the neck, twisting his fists around the shaft, I think he’s going to jump up and hit me with it, bash me in the head. And that would be okay. That would be fine with me right now. 



Shauna lets me walk around the block, up and down Ferndale. Gripping my phone, gripping my eyes to the road. Ray is back there, following me, his face a crumple. His hands empty, arms droop. The sun crests the sky, beating the tops of our heads, then starts to drop. I count sixty-six times up and down Ferndale, around the block. Shauna catches up with me. Bearing water in one of our dented metal bottles. 

“Come back inside, Kate.” She warns of heatstroke. Says I should rest. Shauna must be six feet, but hunches to disguise it, and chews her fingernails. Ponytail pulled through the top of her sun visor.

“What about an Amber Alert? Why isn’t that happening?”

“I asked Oliphant about that again. I honestly don’t understand how they set the criteria.” Shauna touches my arm, steps close. She’s been smoking. 

“I just turned my back for a second.” I haven’t cried yet. Hold it in. 

Ray catches up. He’s limp. He lets me hug him. Cars grind, honk, buses, air brakes, like it always is. Ray and I prop each other up. Shauna watches. Her hands flutter on my back. 

It’s rush hour again, clogging up the afternoon. Cherish calls. I don’t answer. We go back. Shauna makes noodles in a cup. She hesitates but consents when I ask for a cigarette. It’s been nearly thirteen years since smoke licked my throat. Nicotine sickens my gut but smooths my brain. Lucky has been gone for six hours. I smoke another cigarette. Revel in the sick. Sick is better than numb and useless. Shouldn’t we just be getting home from daycare and baseball camp now, pulling into the driveway? Lucky and Ray racing up the porch. 

Five cigarettes by now. More than six hours. Noodle cup an ashtray. Ray is— 

Shauna’s phone rings. Her face. It’s the cops. Tears in her eyes. “Your daughter’s been found.”



I know now what relief feels like. True relief. Like when the worst thing that happens to you is sort of corrected. For that moment you are as light and weightless as a ghost, capable of floating, almost, and your skin alights with a cool glow, making your hair, all your hair on your whole body, stand up, straight up, lifting you, like a million mini wings. 

The Crayola was dumped at the Children’s Hospital, left in front of the Urgent Care doors. No one saw the driver, the thief, the abductor of my child. Lucky was alone in the car when a security guard approached. Asleep on the back seat. 

Shauna warns me about the news crew outside. A tall woman in a blouse and skirt and pantyhose despite the heat, and a man with a camera loaded on his shoulder. Those neighbours are there, the couple with the ill-fitting clothes, and a few other faces I recognize. That woman with the chihuahua that always poops on our front lawn. 

“How did the news find out?” 

“A tip-off, like a neighbour. Sometimes it’s a cop. At least, that’s what my manager says.” She squeezes my bicep. “Get ready, Kate.” 

That beautiful bubble of relief that had surrounded me is so far away now. And I see what a mess I must tread through. And they see, too; Shauna, the news team, the cops. Neighbours, Ferndale cars. Suddenly, I’m in a fishbowl. All my mistakes on display. The dysfunctional baby gate propped open with a brick mocks me as a mother and as a professional childcare worker. 

Shauna offers me more food: a sandwich in a plastic box that came from some cafeteria. “The adrenaline will be wearing off soon,” she says, tucking the sandwich into my purse.

Shauna goes first, shielding me and Ray with her body. She summons a big barrelling voice and tells the reporter and her cameraman to leave us alone. “Can’t you see you’re making this worse? The child is safe!” 

The reporter lunges at us. She’s in a floppy straw sunhat, and I can smell the sweetness of her sunscreen. She asks if I’m aware of the upsurge of car thefts due to the heat wave. And if I consider my family to be climate change’s latest victim. Then, as we push past her, me gripping Ray’s hand, she charges at me: “Or is it you that’s at fault here? On your phone instead of looking after your child?”

Shauna’s minivan is parked around the corner and a few blocks up. A yellow ticket flaps under the windshield wiper. Shauna wrestles around with the dog crates in the back seat, making room for Ray. The upholstery is matted with dog hair. She’s not driving fast enough. “It’s going to be okay, Kate,” she keeps saying, glancing up in the rear-view mirror. “We’ll be there in no time.” Ray is silent. My clothes are raw with sweat. 

There she is. Lucky is in the urgent care waiting room with OO and a nurse. 

Her little face, the size of doll’s face, a sharp little chin that belongs in the cup of my hand. 

Lucky waves at me from the other side of the glass. Mouth full of those tiny milk teeth, head of teeny curls, eyes alight, bright. Happy to see me. “Hi, Mama.” 

Tears now, mine, Ray’s, flowing together in a fast-moving current of relief. Lucky in my arms, cradled like a baby, because she is a baby, being only three years old. Three! How little is that? 

Her body feels the same. Thirty pounds of soft bones and warm, clammy flesh. Is her body the same? Is it? Pat, pat, pat. My hands pat her down to make sure she is all here, nothing broken. Not that we can see. Why is there ketchup on her shirt? Drips of it, fresh and wet. “You stink, Mama,” she says. She means the smoke. The cigarettes. 

“I do stink, I do stink,” I laugh and choke on the words. “Mama stinks.”

Shadows fall over our huddle. OO and the nurse, masked and scrubbed, watch with appraising eyes. 

Lucky says, “I have to go to the bathroom, Mama.” 

OO and the nurse tense up. I ask them if I can take Lucky to the bathroom, a single stall in the corner. The waiting room is full of bored kids, arms and faces bandaged, parents leaning into the screens in their hands. Now, they are watching us, the family accompanied by a stern cop, grateful for a break in the boredom of an eight-hour wait for an X-ray or a round of antibiotics. 

“I thought it was you, Mama. She had your sunglasses on.” This is what Lucky says when she’s on the toilet, letting go of a great big pee. She’s only three but very good at holding it. 

My candy-apple-red glasses were still folded on the dash of the Crayola, absorbing the morning heat. Whoever stole the car put the sunglasses on. They must have been hot. The plastic must have hurt her face. But she kept them on. To disguise her face. Or just to shield her eyes as she drove into the rising sun of Monday morning. Down Ferndale she went, making a sharp turn down the first street south of our house. Maurice. That’s the name of that street I never remember.

I crouch before my little daughter sitting on the toilet, my hands on her knees. My head is sloshing with the weight of weary, teary, salty water, so I lay my cheek on Lucky’s knee, and I cry. Lucky combs my hair with her fingers. 

My mom’s picture is still in my hand. Lucky tugs the picture away. “Who is your mommy?” she asks, like she always does when she sees this picture. She thinks my mom is me. 

“She is, Lucky. She is my mommy. And that’s our car. The Crayola, long ago.”

Everything has changed for us. Everything has changed. 



Now Lucky is drinking milk with a straw and telling us big people — Officer Oliphant, her male cop, the masked nurse, Shauna, me, and Ray — that they, Lucky and the car thief, drove for a while, went for drive-thru French fries, listened to music on the radio, same kind of things I would do with my kids, just not on a Monday morning. 

“Who was it, Lucky? Who did this?” My voice is still raw. 

Lucky blinks at me. “Hermes.”

“Who?”

“Hermes had your sunglasses on. Hermes lives in the woods. Hermes has a dog, and she had to go back to feed her dog. I gave her my fries for her dog. Hermes said next time we can meet her dog.” 

“And where are the woods, Lucky?” OO asks her, crouching low, leaning in, notepad in one hand, pen in the other. 

Lucky’s eyes are on OO’s pink hair elastic. She asks me, “Are we going to Cherish now, Mama?” She bubbles her milk so a cloud of foam gurgles up out of the plastic cup, spilling over the lip and onto her bare knee. That old feeling is there in me — annoyance with a small child, my child, for making a mess — and then I remember what has happened. 

“Lucky, the woods?” But Lucky has moved on. Milk drips down her knee. She says she’s hungry. A mom and kid walk by with triangles of pizza, with grease pooled in pockmarked cheese. 

The nurse breaks the tension. We’ve been triaged, and it shouldn’t be long. “A really nice lady doctor is going to make sure you’re okay. Okay?” She leads us to another waiting room. The rest of the crew, the cops and Shauna, don’t follow us. 

It’s freezing cold. I do my best to wrap Lucky in the skirt of my sundress. Ray pulls his ball cap low and sinks into his chair, arms folded. We watch a Barbapapa cartoon, mesmerized by the cheerful, shapeshifting figures. Kids go by in wheelchairs. A woman in a cowboy hat and various toys clipped to her belt comes by and asks Lucky her name. “Mine is Adele,” she says. Her greying hair is contradicted by the braces on her teeth and the plumpness of her cheeks. She kneels so Lucky can play with a pop-it toy, a dimpled square of silicone the colour of orange sherbet. “I hate those things,” Ray mumbles. “Like knuckles cracking.” Somewhere a child is wailing. When it’s time for Adele to move on, Lucky won’t let go of the pop-it. “But it’s mine,” Adele pleads with her, looking at me for help. 

“Let go, Lucky,” is all I can manage. 

We eat the sandwich from Shauna. White bread with sliced ham and mustard. Somehow it tastes like the most nourishing food I have ever known. Something my mom would wrap in waxed paper and tuck into my lunch box. Lucky goes quiet eating her half, too. But then we need water, so we wander the hallway looking for a fountain, drinking from a bathroom tap instead. There’s the café selling pizza slices, but I don’t have any money. Shauna is gone, for now. She would have spotted me the cash, I think. “Was Hermes nice to you, Lucky?” I probe her. 

Lucky just nods. “Can we get a dog?” 

“Was Hermes nice to you, Lucky? Please talk to me.”

“Hermes’s dog is Jolly — Jolly something . . . Jolly Rancher?”

“Or is it Jolly Roger, like a pirate flag?”

“Yes, I think so,” Lucky whispers, tunnelling back into her memory to locate the right word. 

Rays wraps his hand around Lucky’s narrow wrist, squeezes. “But if she had a dog, where was it? Why leave it behind if she’s out walking?” Ray is so bright, so brilliant, thinking for all of us. 

“We’ll tell the police that. That is a big clue. You take your dog on a walk, right? Unless you set out intending to nick a car.”

When it’s our turn, another nurse in white clogs, pink scrubs, and a yellow cardigan leads me and Lucky, but not Ray, who wants to stay near the TV, down a series of corridors, finally enclosing us in the corner of exam room 501B, pulling a curtain around us. The picture of the fluffy Labrador puppy on the wall is actually a jigsaw puzzle, made up of teeny pieces that have been glued together and framed. Lucky kneels on the bed, running her fingers over the puzzle’s surface, stopping to pick away a corner of a peeling piece that some other child has already been rubbing at. “Stop, Lucky,” I ask her quietly, afraid to be too firm. 

The doctor who comes through the curtain has a long braid and big, heavy-looking glasses that might slide right off her masked face. 

“You like our puzzle, Lucky?” she says, pulling on a pair of disposable gloves. “One of our resident patients finished that puzzle all on her own and her family framed it and donated it to us when she left.”

“Is it her dog?” Lucky asks about the Labrador. 

“No,” the doctor seems to smile behind her mask, “just a cute puppy that got made into a puzzle.” She pulls a green lollipop out of her pocket, hands it to Lucky.

“Hermes has a dog,” Lucky tells the doctor as she plugs her mouth with the candy on a stick. “Hermes says her dog protects her.”

“Hermes? That’s the dog’s name?” 

“No, that’s the girl’s name who borrowed our Crayola. She looked like Mama.” 

The doctor keeps up the chit-chat with Lucky about dogs and puzzles, adding that Hermes is the Greek messenger god with winged sandals. “God of travelling, thieves . . . son of Zeus and Maia . . .” The doctor muses softly, carefully excavating old information rooted in her childhood memory bank. Maybe she had the same edition of Edith Hamilton’s Mythology, decorated with a buff Perseus flaunting Medusa’s severed head, frozen in a silent scream. 

“Winged helmet, too?” I ask, digging back into my memories of Hamilton’s firm renditions of the myths. “Does Hermes wear a winged helmet?”

The doctor ignores me. “I’m going to look and feel for anything that hurts, okay, Lucky, with your mom as my helper.” She pats Lucky down, limbs, torso, neck, examines her scalp, shines lights into eyes and ears, narrating her actions for Lucky to follow along. Then she asks me to pull down Lucky’s shorts and underpants. She asks me to help her look. I look. I hold Lucky’s hand as she lay on the examination table, wriggling so the paper crinkles up under her, sucking on her lollipop and humming. 

There’s nothing. 

She says very quietly, “She’s untouched, Ms. Smith. Physically unharmed.” Then she smiles. There is that relief again, those millions of wings, lightening the intensity of the shame, the regret, the nausea of making a terrible mistake. “But what is the scar on her chest? Was she burned?”

I swallow down the memory of my stinky disgusting caffeine habit. “Hot coffee. An accident. We went to a walk-in clinic.” 

“I see. That scar tissue is quite profound. And there will be a psychological exam, of course.” The doctor gives Lucky a pink dress to wear because a nurse sealed Lucky’s clothes into a bag to give to the police. The pink of stomach medicine, which reminds me of Ms. Nicole, which reminds me that I should be at Cherish, working.

 “We’ll let her rest now.” Her tone has taken on a punitive chill. She whispers at me: “The police officers said your daughter is not to go home with you.” 

A new kind of panic descends. I understand now that I am in deep trouble. 

“You may say goodbye to Lucky but make it quick.” She wiggles Lucky’s big toe, shifts back to her friendly persona. “I hope you meet your friend Hermes again.” What I long for: that Lucky’s life is not defined by this day. That her brain will let go of the memory of this weird thing that happened, a fluke, a wake-up call for her mother to build up more of a safety net, get some AC installed, that’s it. “Go on,” the doctor directs me. Then she watches as I draw Lucky into me, hold her there for several heartbeats, tell her she’s okay and not to be scared. And I leave her with her candy, the small mound of her in the big hospital bed.

“Why can’t we take her home?” I ask when the doctor pulls the curtain around Lucky. 

The doctor turns away. “The police want to keep her under authorized supervision. For now.”

“In case Hermes comes back?” 

“I don’t think it’s Hermes they are worried about.” Her face is buried behind a surgical mask, and her breath steams up her thick lenses. She crushes me with her authority and knowledge. “I would do as the police tell you, Ms. Smith. Lucky will be looked after very well here.” She helps herself to my elbow, nudges me down the corridor, and I let her, give in to her pressure. Then, as we round the corner by a buzzing nurses’ station, I wriggle free, pull away, then run back down the hall, slipping on the waxy floors. The wheeled IV pole I grab for support crashes to the ground, I bounce up, keep running. Exam room 501B has been locked. There is no window, no doorknob, just a keypad for a security code. The fist I raise to bang on the door is stilled in mid-air. A man’s hand encloses my fist, pulls my arm behind my back. The security guard guides me down the corridor, past the overturned IV pole, the nurses’ station, the masked doctor who thinks she knows so much about me, about us, who has never been caught turning her back for a few seconds, wrong place, wrong time. I am a woman with shame. Hot and glowing with it. 



OO and her partner have collected Ray and are waiting for me at the hospital’s main entrance. I put my arm around Ray, possess him, tight and close. OO says: “We’ll wait for the social workers to assess things before sending Lucky home. She’ll have a TV in her room, and there’s staff to keep her company. Good people who are trained in childhood trauma response.” They say they’ll be in touch. 

“No,” I say, pulling Ray down onto the hard, plastic chair beside me. “We’re staying.” 

“We’re assessing if you’re a risk to your child, Ms. Smith. Until we get some perspective on what happened, your daughter stays here.” 

They are keeping my car, too, sweeping it for evidence. I picture brooms and dustpans and all those crushed cheese crackers and chunks from granola bars and sand from the park and grass from the outfield that are all ground into the upholstery magically disappearing. I picture order restored, the Crayola looking as neat and pin-like as when my mom gave it to me when Lucky was born. 

“For evidence, traces of whoever stole it,” OO says. “Is this Hermes known to you? An ex-girlfriend, perhaps? Enemy of some kind? Bad blood from the past?” 

“I don’t know any Hermes. I turned my back for a few seconds, that’s all. I heard you say you thought it was a fluke. Like the car was stolen because the AC was on and running. I heard that. I heard that’s why there was no Amber Alert.” 

OO takes my elbow. “Please leave peacefully.” She tugs me towards the sliding doors. Shauna is already idling her van in the roundabout. All planned out. The dog crates in the back feel like they are for me and Ray. Until we are assessed. Or me, just me — Ray is another casualty of me. 



The wheels of the second cop car have sunk even farther into the dirt of my front lawn. The Halloween ghost brushes against the car’s roof. And the news crew is gone. The damaged Ferndale sign seems even more bent-over. The ill-fitting neighbours are on their porch, drinking out of red plastic cups. The man’s vest glares at me. I hear them say something, I’m sure. About me. About Irena. I get a flash of Irena’s Fleetwood Mac posters. Ray always joked that it was Fleetwood Mac-and-Cheese, then we all said that. 

Shauna clears away the cereal dishes, ice cream bowls, the iced coffees.

Ray goes into his boiling hot little bedroom. 

“What’s going to happen now?” I ask Shauna. I am so tired. 

“Well, I’m going to go home now. If you think you’re okay.” I nod. “A social worker was appointed to your case. She’ll come within twenty-four hours of the police report filing. As the case was coded urgent.”

“Who coded it that?”

“Oliphant,” Shauna says. 

“What’s she got against me? Lucky should be here.” 

Shauna pretends she doesn’t hear that. “Then, she’ll investigate. Interview you, your children, colleagues, teachers, to get a sense of the family, but only if you give consent. And she’ll look at the full context of everything. Like, was this a one-off occurrence? Or was this part of a pattern of putting the children in danger?” 

“It was a mistake,” I tell Shauna. “I don’t put my kids in danger.” The burn scars on Lucky’s chest flash through my mind. Will that doctor report those burns to this social worker so she can build up a pattern of bad parenting? What about those assholes next door who saw the bus thing, the angry Breezy stuff? 

Shauna’s looking around for her purse. “Oh, but the safety assessment, that’ll come first.” 

“What’s that?” Does Shauna see me scan my living room for signs of danger? She’s sweated through her T-shirt, so her flesh and bra are visible. 

Shauna goes on, not hearing me. “What happened may be called child endangerment. But that depends on what Child Welfare recommends to the police.” 

“Child Welfare?”

“The social worker.”

My stomach seizes up into a tight fist. I hear my sister’s voice in my head. “Way to go, Kate,” she would say whenever I made some stupid mistake, such as dropping a full glass bottle of olive oil on my foot, breaking two toes. She would also say it when I was mean to her. Like when I hitchhiked to Toronto to see the Pixies but didn’t tell her until after I got back. She said I went alone, without her, just to hurt her. Did I really do that? Who was I back then?

“Who’ll call it that?” I manage to ask. “‘Endangerment?’”

“The police,” Shauna says. “Based on their investigation and Child Welfare’s. It’s complicated. You can find the Child and Family Protection Act online and the Criminal Code.”

“But Lucky’s safe now, she’s safe. And when will I go back to work? Should I call in sick?”

Shauna says, “I don’t know, Kate. I don’t know.” 

“They found nothing at the hospital. She wasn’t harmed.” 

Shauna nods. She knows what I am talking about. “That’s absolutely the best. The car thief didn’t want to abduct a child. She just wanted a car, and that happens in this neighbourhood. That helps your case.” Shauna’s purse has fallen between the couch and the window. Maybe she’ll think I tried to steal it, living in this neighbourhood. “Try not to worry, Kate. Good luck.” I pass her the purse, lock the door behind her. The cop car is gone from the lawn now. Traffic flows. The heat is nearly visible, sticky with exhaust. I pull the curtains closed and lie down in front of the fan. I try to forget about Ray being so quiet in his room. And I just try to forget.



It’s the next day. I’m hiding in the living room. The ice cream is gone. The beer is gone. 

Austyn texts. Seen the socials today? Your stories all over

I don’t answer. I don’t understand the message. If I ignore Austyn, she’ll go away. 

Gail the appointed social worker comes. She does wear bifocals, on her head not on her face, but she is around my age. Brown hair with blond highlights. She shakes my hand, but her eyes are moving over the hall, then scan the living room, already prowling for clues. “I’m sorry this happened, Kate. But I hear Victim Services Unit was here. Shauna is good.” 

“Where is Lucky?”

“She’s fine. The hospital is full of people trained to care for traumatized kids.”

“But she’s fine now. She should come home. She actually liked this ‘Hermes,’ her dog. Doesn’t that mean she’s fine?”

Gail passes me a newspaper; a real one you hold in your hands. I haven’t seen a newspaper in a long time. They remind me of my dad. He read one or two papers a day, left bundles of them all around the house. Read me and Danette the comics, even when we were old enough to read them ourselves. It was a Saturday thing. Inky fingers and our dad’s coffee breath. None of the comics were funny, but we laughed anyway. 

The story about the car and Lucky is on the front page of the Your Local section. “Child Stolen, Left in Idling Car.” A blurry glance at the article is all I can stomach: 

Kate Smith single mom making a phone call back turned rash of car thefts people leaving cars running air conditioning child aged three returned unharmed gone for several hours neighbours mention anger and displays of rage 

And there’s a picture of me and Ray and Shauna on the porch. The picture clearly shows our house number and crooked Ferndale street sign. Our Halloween ghost hangs from the buckthorn. I am looking in on my life, as this picture would have me appear: a rundown house and a negligent mother, also rundown. 

I stand at the window and roll the paper into a very tight tube. The Ferndale traffic rolling past is both thick and slow. I have never really noticed the house directly across the street: two storeys, yellow brick, nearly 100 years old, same as ours, just not as derelict. Seven baskets of browned geraniums dangling from the eaves of the porch. We never see anyone on that front porch. They must hang out in their backyard, if they have one. 

“I just hope this doesn’t get online,” Gail says behind me. She’s helped herself to a seat on the couch.

“What?” I ask her. “Why would it get online?” I don’t tell her about Austyn’s comments, about my story being on “the socials,” which sounds like the “Socs,” the upper-class kids who harass the greasers in The Outsiders, for a long time my favourite book. I return Gail’s rolled-up newspaper. The pages hold the curl. I’m feeling like a bit of a greaser now, too, like Sodapop and Ponyboy in that novel. I must have reread it a hundred times, the pages curling like Gail’s newspaper. 

“It’s nothing,” she says, looking me in the eye. “Do you have family around, someone to come help?” 

“No,” I say. “Or—” My mom’s photo is still on the table. “I might call my mom.” And I mention Irena, calling her my best friend. I don’t say she’s gone back to Europe. 

Ray comes out of his room and leaves the apartment without looking at us or saying where he is going. Gail watches to see what I do. I go out after him, but he’s already way up the block. “He’s just getting a slushy,” I lie to Gail. 

Gail tells me to write down what happened as a way to process it. 

“Process?” I say. And then my brain turns this bland word into a song: Processed cheese, processed meat, processed feelings wrapped in something slippery. 

“Do you have a notebook or . . . ?” Gail turns her head, taking in the hot, messy little living room where we live. Her eyes fall on my guitars. The warped Newporter acoustic. My red Stratocaster. No Seagull, though. She nods. “I guess you have an outlet. Good. You’re lucky.” 

I’m Lucky? I’m out of Lucky. Luckless of the draw.

“When can I get Lucky and when can I go back to work?” I want to get my Seagull back from where it might still be leaning up near the diapering station and I want life to go back to what it was before. This isn’t the worst thing that could happen, is it?

Gail frowns. “Why didn’t you insist that Officer Oliphant release her to you at the hospital?” Her question traps me. No answer I give will be correct. Gail sees the realization wash over me. “I mean, your daughter was stolen in your car, then you leave her at the hospital without putting up a fight, now you’re asking about going back to work already?”

I don’t swallow. I don’t make that fear-face I have seen on others when you catch them in the act. Danny’s fear-face came with blood draining from her skin and her hands going loose, passively so, at her sides. “I did put up a fight. I mean, I tried to go back. They locked her room.”

“But you then left the hospital? Came home and got on with things. Made a cup of scalding hot coffee?”

“What? Oliphant told me to leave. It’s not exactly legal to resist what a cop happens to be telling you, you know?” I scan Gail, bland hair, smudged glasses, purse bulging with a clipboard and newspaper.

“You’re right. There really was no choice. But colleagues report that it was instructive to observe you.”

“So, you’re in cahoots with the cops and that doctor?” 

“Well, that’s quite an accusation.”

“And if I had gone ballistic, you would be sitting here saying I’m out of control, have anger issues.” 

“Don’t you?” 

“No,” I lie. “I’m in control of my anger.” Well, not a total lie. After Ray was born and my mom stayed with us, I would jog around the neighbourhood, just to get out of the apartment, and I discovered that running soothed me, kept a lid on my mood. Now, I’m afraid to stop running. Afraid if I don’t get out two or three times a week, the anger will resurface. 

Then Gail waves her hand through the air. “Enough about that. We also needed to open an official investigation and assess your home, and you, before releasing her. Do you see?”

“I do see. You tricked me, just not officially.”

Gail shrugs. 

“I can pick up Lucky? Or not?”

Gail pulls the clipboard from her purse. “How’s your other child, how’s Ray?”

“Fine,” I lie, again. Ray is not fine. If our story is in the newspaper and on TV, then his baseball buddies must know. He hides in his murky little heat-box room, reading, sleeping, coming out for tap water or to go for a long walk to get another slushie. “Also, I do have to work, because I have to work, because who else will pay the rent here?”

“Sure,” Gail says, “you’ll go back to work.” 

Child endangerment. Loops in my head. That’s not what happened, though. What happened was that I turned my back for a few seconds, singing myself a voicemail and trying to open the baby gate. One, two, three seconds. The baby gate is still propped open with the brick some cop put there. 

“Have you started investigating me?”

“We have to, Kate, whenever a child is involved in a police report. I’ll come in a few days to interview you formally. Okay?” She tells me not to worry. “Right now, I just need to look around your place, okay, standard safety check.”

“Sure,” I tell her. Pray, pray, pray she hasn’t seen the mountain of empties at the top of the driveway. Aren’t they fully covered up by now, in those thick, prickly weeds? 

I follow Gail through the apartment. “It sure is hot in here,” she says. “That AC doesn’t work?” She opens the fridge, cupboards, her eyes scanning our million boxes of breakfast cereal. No milk, though. Nothing in the fridge but old eggs and iced coffee.

She lifts her bifocals and peers through the bars on the back-door window. “You don’t use the backyard?” I tell her no. I tell her we go to the park to play. She doesn’t step outside, so she doesn’t discover the back stoop is rotting. I am sweating more than Gail. Or is it more like shitting my pants? No food, no safe place to play. And Lucky has no room of her own. Why isn’t that okay? The smoke alarms are working though, both of them. 

Before she leaves, I sign her consent forms. “So that we can talk to the kids’ teachers, your co-workers, you know.” She tells me I have the right to refuse to sign. 

“But that means . . . ?”

“It means Child Welfare would bring a motion to the courts.” Gail smiles. Meaning: I have no choice but to sign. 

Kate Smith. My hand moves slowly as I form the letters of my name. Then I give Gail back her pen. 

“I’ll keep you posted, Kate.” 

I watch through the window. She crouches down to examine the baby gate, writes something in her notes. Takes a call on her cellphone. Then she raps on the living room window. Shouts through the glass. “You can go pick up your car and child now, Kate. The police say come as soon as possible.” 

I bang right back on the glass, fury burning in the flat side of my fist. Feeling the glass bend but not break. Gail does not turn around, does not look in my eyeballs and tell me I can pick up my child. She disappears down Ferndale, leaving me to make sense of all this.

Ray’s not home. So, I can’t go. Not without Ray. I’m afraid to leave him. Afraid to go on my own. I have a cold shower. The tiles are grubby. About a hundred empty toilet paper rolls are clustered on a shelf above the toilet, saved for crafts like homemade binoculars, but are likely infested with germs. My shoulders, armoured with tension, are numb to the wash of the water. 

When Ray comes back with his slushie he says he doesn’t want to go with me to the police station. He communicates with me in grunts and shoulder shrugs. I take a cab. 

OO brings Lucky down a long corridor. That pink dress. Someone tried to pull her sparse curls into pigtails, just showing off how thin her hair is. I can’t stomach that Lucky and OO are holding hands. Lucky’s dragging some giant stuffed bear embroidered with a hospital logo. She lets go of OO’s hand and runs towards me. I scoop her up, bury my face in her neck, don’t look up at the cops watching us. I piggyback Lucky away. OO calls out: “Ms. Smith. Take care of her. Take care!” 

“Why is she screaming at you?” Lucky asks, her breath hot in my ear, the stuffed bear tripping me up, so I nearly fall, losing Lucky. Lucky clings to my legs while I fill out the forms needed to release the Crayola back into my possession. The police officer behind the glass then passes me a cardless payment terminal. “That’ll be three hundred and fifty dollars, Ma’am, ready when you are.” The officer says the charge covers towing, storage, and the release fee. A shivering wave of anger is replaced by relief when the transaction actually goes through. Maybe my Cherish pay was deposited already? Or maybe that overdraft protection kicked in. With Lucky in my arms again, and stamped release receipt in her hand, we follow the signs out to the impound lot. 

The Crayola is the same, and as dirty inside as ever. My sunglasses are gone. Hermes decided to keep them for a souvenir. My final bit of Toy Boat memorabilia. Did she see Lucky was hiding when she rushed up to snag our car? If not, how far did they drive before Lucky clued in that it wasn’t me at the wheel? Lucky must have piped up and asked why we left Ray behind. And why I didn’t buckle her in? Hermes would have looked up at the rear-view mirror, just like I do, to observe Lucky. How many conversations between parents and kids are mediated via this suspended wedge of glass?

And now there are ketchup packs on the floor, too, torn open, still oozing. Hermes took Lucky for fries, to placate her, like I placate her. A big part of parenting is bribery, as Hermes either knew already, or figured out pretty fast. Or else Hermes just had a hankering for drive-thru fries. I hate drive-thrus, sitting there idling in your stupid car and burning all that fuel, but it beats taking your kid in there, sometimes — you’re just too tired, and they’re nicely strapped in already. So, you sit in your driver’s seat like all the other cars with moms and kids inside. Anyone not a mom with kids should park and walk in. 

“Is Hermes in trouble, Mama?” Lucky asks as I buckle her in. “Are you?”

“No one is in trouble,” I say, hugging Lucky’s sweet, soft, warm, round, growing, glowing, vulnerable little head into my chest, squishing her, so she’s part of me again. She pulls back, gasping for breath. We drive away slowly from the police station, robotically adhering to the rules of the road. I can’t mess up again. I won’t.



It always feels normal to go shopping, so that’s what we do, stocking up on lunch supplies, bread, granola bars, cheap produce. I want to text Gail a picture of our full grocery cart. Her business card is in my purse. Then we hit Ontario Tire in case they have an air conditioner. They don’t, so we pick up lubricant for the baby gate, another ginormous bottle of bubbles for Lucky, since hers spilled, just two days ago. It was just two days ago that the car was stolen with Lucky inside, and today we’re out shopping again, getting on with our lives. The beer store is next, for two six-packs. 

Austyn texts again. Seen socials today? Ferndale abduction is exploding 

Socials. Socs. I ignore Austyn’s Gen Z focus — or is the term Millennial? Gen Alpha, Gen Meta? I reply: Let’s book you in on Thursday eve, usual time? I’m going for a run on Thursday. The Fake Farm. And Ray will go to play ball with his friends. No problem. Back to normal. We can do this.

K, she texts back. U should look my mom says this is big on FB 

Sure.

Lucky and I drive home in the Crayola. As we pass the Fake Farm, the greenhouses and yellow barns emit a steamy glow, just visible beyond the fields. The place feels not quite real to me now; the nun I saw running there was likely just a dream. In the rear-view mirror Lucky picks away at the sparkly stickers on her window. “You know there’re cows in there? At the farm?” I explain that the Fake Farm is a place where scientists can experiment on the crops of tomorrow. “We’ll go for a walk there sometime, see the cows.”

“I’m hungry, Mama,” Lucky says, kicking the back of my seat. She doesn’t seem bothered or burdened in any way. Just a normal kid. Will she even remember what happened? 

“What do you say, Lucky?”

“Pleeeeease?”

I pass back a few half-eaten granola bars that have been floating around in my purse. And when we get home, and I pull into the driveway, filling it with car, our car, once again, I almost hear an audible click. The sound of life going back into some kind of routine.

We order from Pizza-ghetti’s. Lucky and I take the red wagon down to pick up our meal. The giant bottle of orange pop that comes with our two large pepperonis is just the right size for filling with water, and freezing and putting in front of the fan. Ray comes out of his room to eat. How has he shrunk so much in one day? Lucky sits on his lap. He hugs her back. How can anyone resist her? 

Ray falls asleep on the couch. It’s only seven. I get Lucky into her pull-up and PJs. She’s out like a light, too. Tomorrow, we go back to work, to camp, to normal. My phone lights up. It’s a private number. 

“Are you Kate Smith?”

“Yes?” I say, stupidly. 

“Kate Smith. You need to learn how to take better care of your kids.” It’s a woman’s voice. Nondescript, so I can’t guess her age or whether or not she smokes, nothing. I freeze, my throat closing up.

“How did you get my number?” is the only dumb thing I can manage before she hangs up. 

Later, there’s a call with an area code that is for Toronto. I don’t answer it. It’s Nick.

The private number calls back a dozen times. They don’t need to say anything. I can hear them in my head: child endangerment, child endangerment, child endangerment. I can’t make these words into a song. They are too heavy, too much like concrete. 

At Cherish tomorrow, Serge can show me how to block those people out.



I’m cautious on my porch. Feeling watched as I spray the latch of the baby gate with lubricant, open and close it for the first time since the cops were here. The latch works; this time it works. 

It’s my second cold beer and I’ve got my guitar. These things help. Once or twice I had tried to clear out some growth in the backyard, then sat back there with my lawn chair, but the bugs are as thick as the weeds, so . . . back to the front. Back to the traffic and grime and the passenger eyes. If I position my chair just so, the next-door neighbours can’t see me. 

Breezy rides by on her bike. I jump up, shout, “Hey!” Of course, she doesn’t stop. Whiz, she goes, watermelon helmet glinting in the streetlight. The Breezy decals, winged like the messenger god’s helmet. Isn’t that what the doctor said about Hermes? 

As I watch her disappear, it all makes sense to me: Breezy looks like me, Breezy hates me, Breezy knows I idle the car before 8 a.m. on weekday mornings. 

Breezy is Hermes and so Breezy, not Hermes, but who actually is Hermes, stole the car. Breezy. 

I call Officer Oliphant and leave her a voicemail. “Forget Hermes. Or, I mean, I know who Hermes really is. She lives on Kimberley Ave., blue-and-white house. She has a motive, like, um eco-terrorism.” I repeat the details of my discovery until the voicemail times out. The Greek house, Greek myths, winged helmet, etc. Why I am the only one who sees this? 

Inside, I get the bed sheets out of the freezer, more bottles of ice. I cover Lucky and Ray with Ray’s old Snoopy sheet, stiff with cold, and me on the floor, I take the chilly double sheet with roses. My phone lights up once more. Nick is calling. After a silence of so many years. The freeze in the sheets lasts just long enough to fall asleep.



“Let’s try this again,” I say out loud.

I phoned Cherish at 6 a.m. My message said, “Feeling much better now. Be in at eight.” 

“Try what again, Mama?” Lucky asks. 

We are on the porch again. It’s morning again. Hot again. Backpacks loaded up again, lunches, water bottles, ice packs. Ray is swinging his Cherry Bomb. The latch on the baby gate is stiff again, but mostly works, if you really squeeze it.

“Oh, sweetie, I mean getting to Cherish on time.” 

Ray tips back his ball cap, showing me his Nick eyes, the left one just a bit darker than the right. Will he grow a monobrow like his dad, that feature I once found so enticing? “No, you don’t, Mama,” Ray says. “You mean more than that.”

Lucky looks up at us, watches us, the big people. She’s holding the wand for her ginormous bottle of bubble mix, still dressed in that gaudy pink sundress from the hospital. 

We are in the Crayola when my phone rings. Cherish Childcare Centre.

AC is roaring. Lucky is singing “Yellow Submarine” but can’t remember the words, so she mostly does the quick double clap. Clap-clap!

Ms. Nicole doesn’t say, “Hi Kate” or “Good morning” or “I got your message.” She says in her deadpan voice: “Don’t come in. Don’t come back. Mr. Klaus will pay you what’s owed.”

My foot presses hard into the brake pedal. The Crayola is already in reverse gear, ready to back out onto Ferndale. My face feels cold. Not AC cold. It’s a chill from the heart. My heart is cold because it has finally realized that my life has been fucked up in a true way. 

“Why?” I ask. My voice is flat as it clings to dignity.

“Ha!” Ms. Nicole snorts. “You’re all over everything, Kate. All the socials. Mom leaves daughter in idling car so she can make a phone call . . . Hashtag Ferndale abduction. Hashtag welfare mom alert. Hashtag trash her house.”

I don’t explain. It wasn’t a phone call. Just a melody I was singing to myself. I was calling my own self so I wouldn’t forget the melody to a song about my kids playing with bubbles.

“Cherish parents are very upset about this. Our Facebook page is awash with complaints. You can’t be trusted with children, Kate. Orion’s mom already asked for him to be switched to Ms. Allison’s room.”

“This is wrong. Like against labour laws,” I whisper as loud as I can, so the kids won’t hear. 

“No, Kate, it’s not. Your contract says . . .” I hear her ruffling through some papers she’s already got at the ready. “In paragraph 13 section A: All staff shall remain trustworthy in the eyes of both Cherish Childcare Centre and the Centre’s clients, namely the parents of our children. Failure to uphold a trustworthy public reputation may result in dismissal without notice. Would you like to speak to the lawyer who drafted the contract you signed, Kate?” 

“I want my guitar back,” I say. 

Clap-clap! “Back-back!” Lucky sings, wrapping my panic and desperation into the Beatles song I’ve played for the Cherish kiddos a million times. 

“And my pay. One thousand dollars. I want what is owed.” 

Ms. Nicole says, “Mr. Klaus will see about your pay.” 

I can’t scream at Ms. Nicole, not with the kids in the back seat. So, I am the first one to hang up. Beat her to it. No goodbye. Just press the icon with the red phone and drop the thing into my lap. I didn’t ask if Lucky can still attend Cherish with me being fired. Then it sinks in that I don’t need childcare anymore. I have no job.

And then, in a very robotic way, I carry on with our morning. I reverse out of the driveway, cutting in front of a pickup. Its monstrous grille fills the whole of the Crayola’s back windshield. My steering wheel is wet. Just sweat. If I had my sunglasses to hide my eyes, maybe then I could cry. I look up into the rear-view mirror. Ray and Lucky are laughing, singing, clapping. Ray seems better, the shroud of the past few days lifting. 

We drop Ray at baseball camp as usual. He pulls his cap low, grabs Cherry Bomb, runs off towards the field and his friends who will hopefully leave him alone today and say nothing. Then me and Lucky drive. And we drive some more. Burn gas I can’t afford. “Where are we going, Mama?” Lucky asks. 

“I don’t know, honey.” 

“Why not Cherish, Mama?”

After a while I say, “Let’s go to the library instead. Okay?”

“Okay, Mama.” Lucky looks out her window. “Can we get a treat, Mama?” 

I say we can. Of course, we can.



I’m leafing through a kids’ comic book about the Greek god Hermes, the only one I could find in the library stacks. Lucky is working on a puzzle of a steam engine, spread out on our coffee table. “I know where there’s a train that goes choo-choo!” she says, her eyes alight with the burn of a secret that cannot be kept.

“Where, Lucky?” Ray asks. 

“At the library.”

Ray leans his face into the fan. His hair is still wet from yet another cold shower. He smells clean and he smells like a ghost. Somehow, some time, he bought himself a bar of Olde Woods soap, same kind my dad used. Spicy and green. 

“Me and Mama went there for the whole day,” Lucky tells Ray, shoving two mismatched puzzle pieces together.

Ray swallows and looks at me. I am old and exposed, standing there in my running shorts. It’s Thursday evening. Austyn is coming so I can run. Jesus Christ, I need to get out to those wide-open farm fields and run this shit down. “Why, Mama?” Ray says, panic in his voice. “Why no Cherish?”

“Because they fired me,” I tell him, bending to tie my shoe and bending to hide my face. 

“What’s ‘fired,’ Mama?” Lucky asks, looking up, chewing the edges of a puzzle piece. 

“It means they don’t want Mama working there.”

“Why?”

“Because of what happened.”

“What happened, Mama?” Lucky asks.

“Guys on the team know now, too, Mama, they get all that stuff on their phones. How could you let this happen?” Ray grabs his baseball gear and leaves the apartment, passing Austyn on his way out. His right shoulder is lower than the left, like he’s carrying some invisible load.

“All okay?” Austyn asks coming into the living room, sliding off her jelly shoes, the same kind Danette and I wore as girls. 

“Sure,” I say. “We’re fine.” I kiss Lucky goodnight before I go. 



So, I run. But only to the corner. Then I turn down Kimberley, a crooked little street, just a block long, and a mixed bag of rundown wartime bungalows and brand-new expensive places made of tin and glass, and head straight for the blue-and-white Greek House, a big front garden gone wild with cone flowers and milkweed and a mess of bikes on the porch, including that wartime pink one locked to the wooden porch rails. 

The house number is ten. There is no doorbell. My fist bangs the window glass until a shadow moves on the other side. “Can I talk to you? Hermes, I just want to talk.” 

Officer Oliphant has not returned my voicemail. I need to advocate for myself, that’s what people always say about things like this, getting caught up in these systems. Gail, Oliphant, Shauna. These women breeze in and out, claiming they will help me.

I give her five minutes to show a sign that she’s got nothing to hide and come out, reason this out. The Greek house is still. But I am boiling with the gut feeling that Breezy stole my car, my daughter, and now my job. Child endangerment. Greasers v. Socs. I run the teeth of my house key along the shiny handlebars of her bike, scratching the surface like Lucky scratches the top of our coffee table with her fork, knife, spoon, just can’t resist the feel of the utensils sinking into the wood. It feels good. Then I step out onto the sidewalk, shield my eyes with my hand, look up at the front second-storey windows. A human shadow pulls the curtains closed, fast and hard. 

So, I go, run again. South up Ferndale to the farm, but I last less than an hour. The humidity is crushing, and my muscles are soft. It’s been a whole week since I have seen the Fake Farm. The soy fields are coming up green, but the grass is brown and brittle, slow cooking in the hazy sun. The nun is not there, not that I see.

When I get back, Lucky is asleep, and Ray still isn’t home. Before she leaves with her cash, Austyn tells me I ought to create something called an apology video. “We’re analyzing them as part of my comms theory course.” 

“Huh?”

“Apology videos, now just called apologies, like ‘she posted an apology.’ It’s what influencers or politicians do after getting called out for something problematic, especially if it goes viral. Now, though, apologies are a cultural cliché. But an interesting one.”

That’s what I have gone, viral. Or am I just problematic? “Maybe next time, okay?”

“You really don’t know what’s happening on the socials, do you?” 

“No.” And I admit to my babysitter that I don’t want to know. You need to learn how to take better care of your children. Is that what the woman on the phone said? 

Austyn whips out her phone and leans in. Sweat falls from my face onto the screen. She wipes it away. “There’s a raging pile-on, Kate. Everyone’s jumping on board.” Austyn forces the phone into my hand, reaching around me awkwardly, so she can help me scroll through the bottomless pit of Soc:



	@BooksAreSilentFriends:

	The abduction in this news article happened yesterday in my neighbourhood. This mother constantly idles her engine, cooling her car while warming the planet. I just can’t take it. Finally, the temptation was too much: some poor soul stole the car, but her child was inside it. Thank heavens she was safely found. #thecrisisishere

	@iwalkedmydogtoday:

	@BooksAreSilentFriends If she endured the heat for a few weeks she could save enough gas money to buy an AC! #thecrisisishere

	@OntarioBourne:

	@BooksAreSilentFriends @iwalkedmydogtoday Everything you need to know about her as a mother can be learnt by the plastic halloween ghost still hanging on the tree in SUMMER. Maybe she’s waiting for the government to send someone to take it down for her. (I’ve driven down that street. It’s not pretty) #ferndaleabduction #welfaremomalert

	@iwalkedmydogtoday:

	@BooksAreSilentFriends @OntarioBourne This is about her being a crappy mother, not welfare. #ferndaleabduction #welfaremomalert

	@whowatchesthewatchers:

	@iwalkedmydogtoday That’s a false dichotomy and you accidentally retweeted his hashtag thanks for spreading the word about #welfaremomalert to your 50000 followers who are probably bots 

	@travelingoodspirits: 

	Why are there so many comments about this? Is it even real? That picture in the so-called newspaper looks fake to me. 





I shake Austyn away from me, her warm breath on my neck, sit down under the burn of hot liquid shame. “Bullshit,” I say into hands. My dirty hands, covering the parched hole of my mouth.

“Think about it,” Austyn says, continuing to scroll, because that conversation about me is a long one. “Creating an apology could be the antidote here, if we’re smart about it, critique the form of the apology itself while also taking accountability for all the Ferndale abduction stuff,” Austyn says, forming scare quotes with her fingers.

I promise myself and my children to get through this without hard booze. I will play my guitar instead. Stick to my beer a day, maybe two. I will not let this turn me into an alcoholic, because it could. I quit drinking before, when the Toy Boats were touring some part of Europe, I think it was Spain. Danny and Nick both said separately and in their own way: “You’re so much nicer now, Kat, without the booze,” though Danny refused to call me Kat — I was always Kate — while Nick and Marty only knew me as Kat, and names are hard to unlearn. They all thought I quit drinking because I had hit bottom, cracking that first beer before 10 a.m. most days.

I quit because I was pregnant. And I was hiding it. My guitar covered the bump pretty well, so did the XL band shirts I favoured then, with a pair of stretchy pants underneath, oversized sneakers because my feet had started to swell. I was six months or more before anyone realized, including Nick, because he and I had already quit the sex. After years of me confiding in Nick about Danny, Nick took a shine to her and that felt like he’d switched sides. Nick had made me out to be a liar almost: “Hey, Kat, you always said Danny was a flake. I just don’t see that at all. I see star power in her, everyone but you sees it in her.” So, I had pulled away from Nick, and he hadn’t had access to my body since. But that didn’t stop him from hugging me from behind one day in some foreign place we were touring and saying my tits looked great. That’s the word he used, “tits.” I did see the star power in Danny, and it worried me, and that’s why I wore those XL T-shirts and pushed on with the tour. 



“Let’s talk,” I say to Ray when he steps onto the porch, duffle bag slung over his shoulder. Even in the dull streetlight I can see his knees are stained with grass and his sweaty T-shirt is stuck to his bony chest. I’m in my lawn chair, playing the warp-necked Newporter as well as I can — or as well as it can. Of course, I have a beer open. My phone is at my feet, so that I can step on it, next time one of these numbers calls me. One number being Nick’s. 

Looking up at my son now, trying to find his eyes within the shadow cast by the peak of his ball cap, I am silently begging for him to reach out for me, like I am reaching for him. But he steps back. 

“About what, Mama?” he says. 

“Well.” I lean the guitar against the brick of our house and pick up my beer. “Like about what happened, and that I hope you know it was an accident, my accident, and Lucky seems fine and we are going to be fine.”

Ray shifts his duffle bag from one hand to the other. His Cherry Bomb bat is sticking out of the partially opened zipper. 

“What about that lady? Gail?”

“Oh, well, she’s just doing her job. Don’t worry about her.”

“And Lucky keeps talking about Hermes and her stupid dog. Is she imagining this? I just want to be normal, you know, and now there’s some crazy person to worry about, on top of everything else.” 

“I know, Ray. I’m sorry. I don’t think there is a Hermes with a dog. Lucky’s little and, who knows. But she’s safe now, and we’re going to be fine.” 

He doesn’t look at me. His feet are more interesting. There are holes in the right toe of his Adidas. Another pair of those things is another $200. And I have just about enough to cover next month’s rent, but not much more. Visa? That bucket’s nearly empty. Or is it overflowing? What word describes a maxed-out credit card? “Okay,” he says. “Can I go in now?”

“What are your friends saying?”

“Nothing.” Ray’s word, barely spoken, breaks into the air like the first bubble in water that is coming to a boil.

“You said earlier—”

What comes out now is a flurry, shouted almost. “It was one guy. He said you’re a bad mom. That the kidnapper hurt Lucky. That you may go to jail. Or that you should go.”

I glug down my beer, so I don’t scream. “None of that is true.”

“The guys with phones showed me some things online people are saying.”

I scoff. “What the fuck is wrong with their parents, giving cell phones to boys of twelve?”

Ray whispers, “I don’t want to go back to baseball camp.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I’m going inside. And you’re really out of touch, Mama, like on a different planet.”

“Happy to live on my planet, Ray, if it means not rotting my brain with ugly phone shit.”

“Ugly phone shit? Mama. You are so old.”

I wait on the porch, steeping in the slap. Kids are mean, they gossip, can’t wait to see the best player on the team go down. 

It’s been a few days since Breezy has ridden by. She can’t hide from me forever. It’s late, but I call Cherish. “Ms. Nicole, I want my money, my guitar. I’ll come for both if you don’t square what’s owed.” 

I call Officer Oliphant. “Hi, Officer, just following up on that lead on Hermes I told you about, my neighbour, lives on Kimberley Ave. Uh, number ten. Please call me back.” 

If Breezy gets caught and charged with car theft and kidnapping, all of this won’t be my fault anymore. 

I think and I think until my head droops and drops, and I basically pass out after just one beer.



Ray didn’t go to baseball camp today. He hides out in his hot little room. It’s unhealthy, both for his shrivelling body and his angry brain — he’s punishing himself and therefore punishing me, by sweating it out in that sauna. I would prefer him to scream at me, cry, and break a piece of furniture. That would be fair and that would be healthy. And I can’t bury the idea that Ray missing a day of that pricey camp is a big waste of money. 

Lucky tries opening the door off the kitchen to the backyard. Locked. Dead-bolted. Glass panes barred. “Mama, what’s in the backyard? I want to see the backyard.”

We don’t go through the door because the back porch is rotting; instead, we take the front and make our way down the driveway. Lucky surprises me and doesn’t ask about Irena’s place, just up the fire escape, a sign that Irena has truly disappeared from our lives. Irena has yet to write to us like she promised. She had said, “Of course there’s mail service in my parents’ village.” Obviously, she knows our address. A wave of anger and resentment towards all those who have left me alone with my kids washes over me: Danette, Nick, Marty, all those music people who hung around and drank with us after shows and were not my friends at all, and now Irena. Possible to throw my dad in there, too, but dying was not his fault. I shove aside a box of empty beer bottles, the glass clinking, to clear a path to the gate. I’ve got to get rid of those empties. There might be fifty bucks’ worth in returns, enough to fill the gas tank. 

Lucky wanders into the thicket, drags out the cracked wading pool some previous tenant left behind. There’s a lawn chair in there, too, somewhere, and a few tires. She’s smiling. “Look!” And she wants to fill the pool, stained with dirt and full of dead bugs on top of being cracked. “Let’s pretend we’re at the beach, Mama. Hermes said she takes Jolly to the beach, too.” 

“What else did Hermes say, Lucky? Did she look like the lady in the watermelon helmet? Is that who she was?” But Lucky is fixated on the pool and playing beach. 

It’s shady back here, infertile and stunted. The bottom step of the porch has now fallen away and, since moving in, I have collected a coffee can full of sharp objects that have surfaced over the seasons — broken glass, jutting twists of wire, rusty nails. When I first came to look at this place it was winter. The state of the porch and density of the scaly maples were disguised in beautiful, fluffy snow. 

“Oh, Lucky.”

Her face gets dark red as we stand in the yard, swatting bugs and arguing about why it’s not a good idea to fill the pool. “It’s cracked, sweetie,” I tell her. And then I sort of yell at her, because she won’t listen. The flesh on my forearms is burning. Cooking, almost. 

“I’m hot, Mama, I want to swim here. Here. In our yard.” Lucky doesn’t want to go to the park. I don’t want to go to the park. 

“How about we run the bath with cold water, hey? Put on our bathers and everything?”

Lucky shakes her head and then she starts kicking the wading pool. Faint traces of Shaggy and Scooby-Doo are visible in the dirty, bleached plastic. She kicks and kicks, destroying the one thing she wants more than anything in the world right then. 

“I know,” I say, scooping her up, wiping her warm tears away. “I’m frustrated, too.” But Lucky wriggles, fighting my arms. I squeeze her tight, too tight, trying to push the brewing tantrum back down inside her, squish it in its tracks. I should be cleaning our hot little apartment, getting ready for Gail’s investigation later today. It doesn’t quite make sense to me still, who gets to decide if I endangered my child. Gail? The police? Or both? What if they investigate and come to different conclusions? And what’s the penalty for doing that? Endangering a child? I didn’t do that. Turning your back for two seconds is not that. And we’re out of vacuum cleaner bags. Dish soap bottle’s just about empty.

Lucky’s wriggling turns to writhing. Sharp feet kick me in the crotch. And when I hold her body tighter still, milk teeth sink into my shoulder. I yelp, drop her, pushing her away. Lucky bounds up, and as I chase her down the driveway and into the house, my body burns with shame and regret. The woman with the chihuahua is letting her dog sniff and scratch at our scrabbly front lawn. She keeps her eyes on her dog, pretending like I’m not right there, going up the porch steps, but I know she’s witnessed the whole thing with Lucky. So did the people across the street with the seven hanging baskets of dead geraniums. An old couple, soft and silvery, their hands folded on top of their canes, staring.



Lucky perches on the step stool, beside me at the kitchen sink. She’s got her strawberry bathing suit on. I have found an activity better than a dip in the Scooby-Doo wading pool. We fill leftover birthday balloons with water from the tap. The nozzle is the right fit, but I have to hold the mouth of the balloons on perfectly tight, or the water comes spraying out, getting me in the face. Pink, yellow, blue, green — one special balloon is mottled with silver and gold. I fill each one to capacity and then I tie the end, tight, tight, tight, like an umbilical cord. The stressed rubber is stretched and hard. Inside the bladders of these things air bubbles glub lazily. 

We face each other at the back of the driveway. Ten maxed-out water balloons blubbling in the laundry basket I used to carry them out here. On the count of three, we each lift a balloon high in the air and throw it to the ground. 

“Smash!”  we scream together. “Smash!!” 

But neither of the balloons breaks. Rather, they bounce, then quiver and shake as they roll around on the asphalt. Pink. Blue. Green. Jiggly bladders about to burst. 

We try again. I encourage Lucky to really smash the balloon. We throw them to the ground, jumping back in expectation, but nothing happens. The balloons are tough and remain intact. 

Lucky looks at me with disappointment. 

“Hey,” I call out, “look!” I pick up a great wobbly blue balloon and lift it high. I throw it, right at my feet. Smash! It explodes. I jump back instinctively, and the cold water soaks me to the knees, sprays my body, my face. 

Lucky laughs. “Again! Again!” She claps her hands and points at me. Wet Mama.

I grab a green balloon, as instructed, and pretend to target the spot at Lucky’s feet. She screams and runs away, so I smash the balloon right in front of me, getting soaked. The cold water shocks my system, pulls me back into life. This is life.

Ray’s face appears in the kitchen window above us. “Come on,” Lucky screams. “Come smash Mama!” 

Then Lucky tries again, throwing balloons at me. I dodge them, and they never break when they hit the ground, so I grab them and throw them at my feet. The anger of the afternoon bursts into the air with each cool explosion.

Ray has abandoned his bedroom and is more like himself again, filling balloons in the kitchen. Fifteen this time. The floor is slick with spill off and spray from the sink, muddy from our feet. This batch of balloons is stretched to the point of pain with sheer tension. 

Back in the driveway, Lucky struggles to lift them out of the basket. “I’m going to smash you, Mama!” 

“No, Lucky,” Ray says right at me with a smile, “I am.” He takes a pink balloon from Lucky and lifts it into the air. It bursts open at my feet. The cold water is a shock each time.

We all put on a show. The kids drop water bombs at my feet, and I get Lucky a few times, too, never Ray. Our frenzy lasts about ten minutes. Then the laundry tub is empty. My wet dress sticks to my body. Colourful scraps of rubber lay scattered at our feet.

“More! More!” Lucky chants. 

Ray takes the laundry basket back into the house. Through the window, we hear the tap running in the kitchen. 

Lucky and I stoop, picking up scraps of spent rubber. “Why do you hide all the beer bottles in the grass, Mama?” Lucky asks, skipping around. 

“Not hiding, honey, just storing them.” My wet dress is already almost dry; the sun is that hot. How much longer will I have to smile and be on the receiving end of Ray’s target practice?

“Ma’am?” My shoulders jolt, and a cool breeze seems to lick the back of my neck. 

Two police officers are standing in the driveway; their SUV parked behind the Crayola. It’s OO and another male cop. 

OO says, “We tried to call, but your voicemail is full.” 

“And I tried to call you. I did call you. About my neighbour. I’m sure she’s Hermes.” I’m blinking at them, standing there with my hot feet swelling over the sides of my sandals. 

Lucky’s arms are around my legs now. “Where’s Hermes? I want to see her again.” My hand finds the top of her head. I stroke her hair, dig my fingers into her scalp, a bit too hard. She pulls back. “There’s been a woman calling,” I tell them. “I might need a new number. She’s filling my voicemail with hate.” And I am also on my voicemail, singing myself that melody while Lucky gets stolen right behind me. I have not played back the song that I recorded so I wouldn’t forget. But I won’t forget it now or anytime. 

“We can certainly talk to you about that, Ms. Smith, but we’re here on another matter.” 

The cops wait while I take Lucky inside, and tell Ray, who is now on the porch, to turn on the TV for her. More TV while big people talk. Ray asks why the cops are here again. He swallows hard. “Mama, what happened now?” Then he retreats into the safety of the house, where he’ll either switch on the Blue Jays or close himself back in his room.

My back is to the Crayola, like I’m trying to conceal it, the car trouble that won’t go away. The cops lean into their heels, fiddling with their walkie-talkies and pads of paper, ballpoint pens, giving me plenty of time to squirm. The couple from next door appears on their porch, legs slung over the rail so they kind of hang into my driveway, listening in. 

The male cop doesn’t look at me when he says this next bit: “Actually, there’s been a complaint. One of your neighbours says you are intimidating her. Something about reversing your car into her. Um, bashing a fist on her door. Banging the glass. Scratching her bike.”

Heat gathers in my face. “What?”

Passing cars are slowing. Faces turning to look. Sunglasses over the eyes and little round holes for mouths. That couple across the street, unmoving. 

“Do you know anything about that, Ms. Smith?” 

“About what?” Am I really playing dumb? This is what kids do. They look you in the eye and outright lie. Because they are protecting themselves and using their imaginations. People lie all the time. It’s okay to lie. It’s okay to use your imagination.

“We know that all this has all been very stressful, Ms. Smith, so we are prepared to give you a warning. But you could be charged with harassment if you keep it up.” 

“Have you talked to her, about all this?” I ask OO this question. But the male officer answers. OO is silencing herself in the presence of an older male colleague, squeezing herself of anything soft, like being at all on my side of this story. I get it. Feel for her. Just a bit. 

“We really don’t believe that this neighbour is the one who stole your car. She has an alibi.”

I stretch a piece of a red balloon, tight, with my fingers. “Ninety-nine Red Balloons,” I say to the male officer. “Remember that song?”

When he doesn’t answer me, things start popping in my brain. “What about the woman calling me, the shit on the internet? And I lost my job because of all these trawlers or whatever they are. That’s harassment, isn’t that what it is? And what about this Hermes chick?”

The male cop’s pen actually bursts then, in a slow, undramatic way, maybe from the heat. He’s taking notes. Dark blue ink drips down the back of his hand. He wipes it off on his shorts, but not enough, so when he then wipes his sweaty face, he smears ink all over his cheeks and nose. OO opens her mouth to tell him, but then hesitates, like you do when someone other than your own child has a booger. Do you tell them? 

“Excuse me, Officer,” I say. He looks up. “Your pen exploded, and you have ink on your face now.” I offer to get him a baby wipe, but I accidentally call it a bum wipe, because that’s what we call them in our house. 

“I’ll get some, Kev,” OO says in a very flat, unemotional way. 

Officer Kev pulls about five or six wipes out of the pack, like my kids do, drives me crazy. He closes his eyes and wipes his face, then holds them in a ball in his fist while he finishes his notes. The ink is still there, not as dark, but now it’s rubbed across his forehead, too. 

“Do you want to file a report?” Officer Kev asks. “About the caller?” 

“I do. Yes. Right now.”

He licks his finger so he can flip the page in his notepad. “Very well. When did the, um, harassment start?” 

“Right away. After my car got stolen, my child. There’s a woman who calls. I honestly don’t know how she got my number. But my name got on the web, too. There’s stuff online, on social media or whatever.” 

“How often are the calls?” Officer Kev is focused on the phone calls because he’s my age or older and doesn’t know how “it” works either, “it” being “this shit” being social media platforms.

“Don’t know,” I say. “I never answer my phone. I silence it.” 

As the cop scribbles down my words, I feel a glimmer of goodness, because someone is listening to me. Someone with the power to change things is listening.

My dress is all dry now, and my bare shoulders are baking. 

The cops tell me, “That’s it. We’ll be in touch.” They are silent as they return to their car, Officer Oliphant still carrying the baby wipes. 

“What about Hermes?” I call after them. “Why can’t you see who she really is?”

The officers ignore me. But the pair of teenage girls with long hair and halter tops that have stopped to watch do not ignore me. “What happened?” one of them says. “Is this where that girl got kidnapped?” The couple next door calls out from the safety of their porch, “Cops around here just about daily now.” And the oldies across the street won’t move their gaze, as static as the geranium baskets hanging from the eaves. I can’t look at these people, or I might blow my top. I go inside to my kids, the fan, the TV.



Gail will be here by 2 p.m. to question my kids and me about our lives together. I still haven’t taken the beer bottles back. But there’s food in the fridge. 

Austyn texts me a Socs thread she says I’ll like:



	@air-conditioned-nightmare

	@BooksAreSilentFriends:

	air conditioning should be a human right. disparaging a mom for idling her car is a waste of everyone’s energy. the real culprit here is failure to equitably adapt to a heating planet. 420 heat deaths in the province this summer and counting #thecrisisishere





I can’t remember much about The Air-Conditioned Nightmare. I read most of Henry Miller’s other stuff, back in the day. I must have read this one, too. Thanks, I write back. A dog will shake itself after a stressful situation, just letting it all go, ridding body and brain of negativity. Because I can’t jump up and head out for a run, I pick up my Newporter, run my fingers along the neck, feel the reassurance of strings beneath my fingertips. Count the intervals of the frets, the strings just starting to wear grooves in the metal wire after so much play and friction, friction and play.

Ray is hiding in his hot little room again.

I am standing outside his door. Quiet inside, silent and still and I panic. Suffocation? Heatstroke? I open his door. “Ray?”

He’s sitting on the edge of his bed. Shorts and underwear down to his ankles squirting lubricant into his open hand. Where and when did he buy that very recognizable blue tube of lubricating jelly? At the same time as the Olde Woods? And how long has it been since I have seen his penis? Because it’s no longer the pink little wee-wee of a small boy. 

“Fuck, Mama!” Ray whips his plastic batter’s helmet at me, a bright-red one to match the anger and humiliation exploding in his face. It bounces off the edge of the door as I am pulling it closed behind me, as quickly as I had opened it. 

“Hey! Sorry,” I say through the door, pretending it’s not that bad. “We’re having popsicles on the porch. You want one?” 

And then Ray throws the helmet three more times at the closed door. Smash, thud, smash, thud, smash, thud, all very rhythmic. Then the silence again. A thick, humid silence.



Ray and Lucky are watching baseball on the couch. I’m with Gail on the top step of the front porch, the baby gate propped open with that brick the cop found. Though the latch is somewhat working, I’m still afraid to shut the gate, afraid it will actively work against us again. 

Gail scratches away making notes and sipping from her water bottle, mopping moisture from along her hairline with a balled-up tissue. 

“I just have a few questions, Kate, please relax and take your time answering. Okay?”

“Okay,” I nod. But it’s not okay. It’s like the music journalists would be nice to my face in an interview, but then write that I was reckless to keep going with a gruelling tour at seven months pregnant, my beachball belly impossible to hide. The worst were comments about how I was thick and bloated, “hard to look at, struggling to get through a set, with none of the pregnant glow some mums-to-be can boast.” Someone actually wrote that in a magazine. My swelling body was overshadowing my band. So, I was sent home in the middle of a series of London shows opening for Adorable Rockets. Somehow it was decided that Danny would take over on vocals, Nick would shift to lead guitar, and they’d hire Polly Bell from the noise band Rodchenko to play rhythm guitar. The Toy Boats finished the tour, Danny fronting the band with her grace and allure. Though all the songs were mine, except for “Diving Board,” I was not missed. I was the crazy woman in Toronto, getting none of the credit as I waited for the baby to come. Would a pregnant guitarist be treated that way now, made to feel ashamed, stupid, beastly? The way Gail is making me feel, as she launches into her questions.

What is a typical morning for us?

How much alcohol do I drink?

Do I smoke? Do drugs? 

Do I have a boyfriend, and, if so, do the children know him?

What sort of supports do I have in town? Friends, family, other caregivers? 

Have the children had nightmares since the car theft? 

Do they ask me about it? 

What forms of discipline do I use? 

What about stranger danger? Did I speak to Lucky about that? Has she ever let a stranger take her on a joyride before last week? 

Do the children have contact with their respective fathers? If so, how much? If not, why not?

Now that I have lost my job, how do I plan on supporting the children?

When will I be getting an air conditioner? If I have no means to get an air conditioner, am I aware of the local cooling centres where I can take the children, for their well-being? 

“And what about you, Kate? You’re dealing with tremendous trauma and strain. I could help you find someone to talk to.”

“Air conditioning should be a human right. Don’t you agree?” 

Gail looks up from her clipboard. 

“Like heating is a human right, isn’t it? Like, can a landlord rent an apartment without any heat source?” 

Gail takes off her bifocals, chews the end of the arm. “No. You’re right about the heat.” Then she puts the bifocals back on, writes something else down. Something about me, my life, my family. She has a tattoo on her bicep, small and discreet, and it sometimes peeks out from the sleeve of her blouse. It looks fairly recent, for the black ink is still bright and crisp — a symbol that might be ancient Greek, I really don’t know, but it gives her away as having a life outside of child welfare. Honestly, her job must suck. Because as I watch her taking her notes, pulling this intimate information out of me, I know that she has all the power here and I have zero power at all. This is not a balanced exchange, and I could hate her for that, and I’m sure many parents she investigates do hate her and show that hate and resentment very visibly, but I can’t do that. Because she has the power, and I imagine that if I am polite and cooperative, I might earn some of that power back.

When I am done answering Gail’s questions, I take a long time in the bathroom, washing my hands and face in cold water and then I wash my fat red feet in the tub. Gail is in the living room now, chatting with the kids, telling them about her own children, twins, named something mythological. Maybe the tattoo on her arm has to do with them. 

“Oh, Mom,” I whisper as I towel off my feet. “Mom, what do I do?” Then and there, I decide to drive the Crayola up to Radiance to visit my mom and then to kidnap her, or sort of kidnap her, and bring her back here to live with us. The only hitch is that we’d have to bring her air conditioner with us, the one in her window at Pine Villa, and then we’d be all set. She can sleep on the pullout, and me and the kids can sleep together on the floor. I’m feeling like the world is ending, so let’s all go down together, rather than apart. 

I can hear Danny’s speakerphone protest already: Really, Mom? Kate may say she’s committed to your care, but has she ever dealt with her anger issues? 

Danny and Marty moved to France post-Toy Boats, started a sweet two-piece folk-pop act and made it big, though their band never caught on here. Danny beams pure happiness posing with Marty and their kids in some glossy magazine spread framed on the wall in our mom’s room at Pine Villa. The crescent-shaped scar close to Danny’s right eye is still bright pink and obvious; she must have asked them not to airbrush her face. Danny makes sure our mom is cared for but hasn’t visited in five years. And we never speak, me and Danny, unless it’s a chilly speakerphone thing with my mom and an administrator at Pine Villa. It’s funny how Danny always wanted a piece of what was mine: my riffs, my band, my friends. Now she won’t touch what’s mine with a ten-foot pole. 

I wait on the porch while Gail questions Ray and Lucky, spying at them through a gap in the curtains. Ray is sitting close to Gail. Gail has an arm around him, my son, comforting him. Ray lets her do this. 

It’s nauseating, actually, waiting outside while this stranger with power over our lives questions my children. Before I back away from the window, I hear Gail ask about talking to strangers, and I think I hear her say, “Lucky, can you tell me some safety rules you know? Like what does your mom tell you about crossing the street?” 

What do I tell them about crossing the street? We always seem to be driving, or Lucky’s in the wagon. They just know to stay back from the road, to come straight inside the house when we get home in the car. So, I guess Gail knows now that my children don’t know how to cross a street. And I know it, too.



Ray has left his Cherry Bomb bat on the porch. I’m holding it because my Newporter is in the apartment, and my hands feel empty without it. I have one hand on the bat’s shaft, the other hand down near the knob of the handle, sort of in a guitar-playing position, like Danny and I would do air guitar together before our dad died. We were getting into heavy metal by then. Danny always did bass for air guitar, so that part of her was unique from me, because though I can play bass, it never felt natural in my hands. 

I think about calling Danny. Saying sorry. I think and I think. 

A shiny BMW with darkened windows rolls down Ferndale, going slow, looking for something, a lawn sign, a house number. The car is an SUV actually, of course, big and muscular, vivid fuchsia, blazing with wealth. You just don’t see cars like that very much. Not here, in this blunt, scabby city. The BMW moves a bit past my place, then reverses, braking in front of our driveway. Traffic stops sort of reverentially as it searches for its destination. The BMW climbs the curb and eases its way up onto the dirt patch I have for a lawn. Then the engine — internal combustion all the way — cuts out. Tires sink into the dirt, just a bit, and the machine is still. A bright metallic bubble, not unlike a spaceship, the fuchsia shine of it reflecting the sun. 

Ferndale traffic resumes, cars slowing a bit to gawk at this insanely purple automobile. 

For a minute I think it’s a good omen. Like someone’s come with a big fat cheque in exchange for my music catalogue. I will be told I am actually kind of brilliant, my songs transcendent, and that all is forgiven for the messy end of the Toy Boats. 

The passenger door clicks open. 

Nick gets out.

It has been eight years since I have laid eyes on Nick. He just surprises me with a few cheques here and there. Calls on Ray’s birthday. And Ray secretly soaks up every little scrap of his dad’s attention, lives on it too long for it to be healthy. Keeps the MAD magazines Nick still sends for Christmas locked in an oak letter box that was my dad’s. 

Nick’s a bit stout now but mostly looks the same. A brief pulse of attraction courses through me as I remember when he was younger and lean, dark hair and monobrow and a gap between his front teeth so wide he could fit the tips of two joints inside. And, well, he was just a powerful musician, played his guitar like an extension of his body, fully in control. Now, he’s in a short-sleeved black T-shirt, untucked to try to hide his round tummy. Shorts with cargo pockets that fall just below the knee. His dark goatee is silvering mostly around his mouth, so he looks like he has just eaten a powdered doughnut. In his right hand he’s gripping both a cellphone and a vape. Nick nods at me. I don’t know what to do. 

The driver appears, a man, he’s carrying an envelope. A pale guy with very thick sandy-grey hair, tall, dressed in a suit with a shirt and a tie, and doesn’t seem bothered by the heat. He and Nick are together so clean, so clipped, so pressed and refreshed after their smooth, cool ride in the fuchsia BMW. 

Nick says, “Kat.” 

Amazing what a vowel can do. Take the “e” off the end of my name, and my life sinks back to where it was. Over thirteen years since the Toy Boats split. 

“What do you want?” Let my words become a wall, a fortress around my life and family, so Nick can’t get at us right now. “Ray’s busy. And you can’t just show up here.” 

“You know I called,” Nick sputters at me. “Don’t pretend.” 

The suited man says, “My client wishes to obtain full custody of his son.” He hands me the envelope, crisp and white, with the name of a law firm in one corner. 

“Custody. After all these stupid years?” My hair is searing with the heat rising from my heart, my brain. I could fry an egg on top of my head. And I could scramble eggs in the palms of my burning hands. One hand holds the white envelope. One hand grips Ray’s baseball bat, Cherry Bomb. “What the fuck, Nick?” 

Nick hauls on his vape. “I trusted Ray was good here, with you, Kat.”

“What do you care, Nick? You’ve always been happy to let me do the real work. Then you swoop in and take credit, right? Hey, great kid. Hey, great song. I’ll take that!” 

Nick laughs at me. “Always the performer, Kat.” He shakes his head, then mimics the way I’m holding Ray’s bat, daring me to do something with it. “And, knowing you, if this story hadn’t blown up on the internet, you would’ve just kept it secret. Right? Accepted my cash handouts, kept your negligence hidden.” Then Nick turns, he’s through with me, heads up the porch steps. My porch steps. He shouts, over his shoulder, “Take care of your kids, Kat.” 

“What the fuck?” I yell after him. 

The suited man who is Nick’s lawyer says, “He merely wants to see his son, Ms. Smith, whom he has not seen in some years.” 

Nick hauls on his vape before he turns the knob on our front door and opens it. Then he goes into our house. Into my house. My house. Nick calling, “Ray? Buddy? It’s Daddy . . .” 

I crush the envelope in one hand, my left, and that’s awkward to do. Then I drop it, kick it over to the lawyer. The balled-up envelope hits the pointy toe of one of his leather shoes, bouncing off it, as much as paper can bounce. The lawyer must have played soccer. His toe comes to life, flicks the envelope up in the air, quick as flash, catches it in a fist. “Ms. Smith,” he shakes his fist at me. He moves over to the Crayola, smooths the envelope out on the roof. The roof because he is that tall, anyone else would do this on the hood. Then he steps to the front of the car, lifts a wiper blade, lays the envelope neatly at the base of the windshield, and releases the blade so it slaps back into place. The envelope that contains the letter that challenges me for custody of my son sticks out from the wiper blade like a big old ugly parking ticket. “Served,” the lawyer says to me, showing a broken front tooth. “See you in court.”

My hands grip the baseball bat. Both hands. Use both hands, isn’t that what big people always say to little people? Use both hands. 

I use both hands. Like Nick dared me. I lift the bat high and up, so it is over my head, then I bring it down, hard and complete, smashing the wiper blade that holds the lawyer’s envelope in place. Or it did hold it, because the wiper blade breaks, the metal of it curling up into a loose U. 

Something releases in me, sloshes out. There’s more room in my head now for all the hot stuff to spread. So, I go again. I use both hands and smash the Crayola, right in the windshield. Or someone does this smashing, some part of me that has grown too big and too angry to crawl back inside her hole. The driver’s window goes next, then Lucky’s. I bash them each a few times, glass cracking with each blow, and each time I feel the bat connect with the Crayola I get a jolt in my teeth, deep in the roots, and there is a sort of intoxicating thrill to it. So, I do it again and again. I move around the car, smashing headlights, bumpers, side mirrors, windshields, roof. Everything smashes. Everything breaks. What is stronger, the strength in my arms or the anger that commands them? Anger and frustration, curdled to the point of exploding. 

Figures move in the corner of my eye. Voices call my name. 

I stop because I am tired. My arms ache. Body sweats, my dress sticks to flesh. The bat clatters as it falls to the ground. Broken glass gleams around my feet. A long diamond-shaped shard rests on my toes, bare toes, in my sandals. I shake it off. 

Gail runs down from the porch, past Nick and Ray who are standing there watching me and all of this. “Stop!” Is this at me or because the lawyer has been filming me? He’s still holding out his phone, arms stretched in front of himself, squinting into the screen with his tongue poking out from between his lips, concentrating as he records me demolishing the Crayola. 

I am so tired I need to keep my eyes from falling out. I walk past everyone, go into the house. Lucky is balled up on the couch. She’s crying. I sit down, pulling her into me. 

“Where were you, Mama? What were all those big noises?”

“Just an accident, sweetie. But all is okay now.”

“Where’s Ray?” She sips her water bottle. 

I don’t answer her. I drink, too, guzzling down a large glass of water that happens to be on the coffee table.

Voices on the porch, on the other side of the shut curtains. Gail, Nick, the lawyer, and Ray says a few things. I suddenly need to pee, but I will not leave Lucky. 

Gail comes in, pulls me into the kitchen. She sips from her water bottle. We all sip water. She puts her hands on my shoulders so she can see right into my eyes. Her eyes are soft brown, and I had never noticed how long her lashes were before.

“Kate,” she says quietly so Lucky won’t hear. “Ray wants to go with his father now, for a bit. And he’s old enough to have a voice.”

Daddy. That’s what Nick had called himself, appealing to that little-boy Ray waiting at the door for a rock ’n’ roll daddy who was never on time and often never came, slowly disappearing over the past eight years. 

She goes on. “Because you don’t have a separation agreement or anything binding from the court, I can’t stop it. The police can’t stop it.” She says we’ll get in touch with legal aid on Monday. “Lawyers always ask for far more than they think a judge will actually award. It’s a bartering game and that’s part of the strategy.”

I’m too tired. “Can he come in, so I can say goodbye?” 

Gail returns to the porch. Her shadow moves across the curtains. She comes back inside. “You can come out. He’s really shaken, Kate.”

Nick and the lawyer are already in the fuchsia BMW, now idling on my lawn. Ray is leaning against the rusty porch railing. His head is bent, looking at his shoes. 

“Don’t you want to pack a bag, Ray?” I ask. When I reach out for his hand, he pulls back.

“You’re embarrassing,” he says. “You make everyone look at us, talk about us. I hate it.” Ray’s eyes squeeze at me. Ray’s eyes are Nick’s eyes are Danny’s eyes are the eyes of Cherish parents, of Toy Boats fans, of the neighbours beside us and across the street. 

“I’m sorry, I just.” Ray turns away. 

Gail walks my son down the stairs, across the dirty lawn, opens the back door of the BWM, the door behind Nick’s, waits as he gets buckled in.

Traffic parts, letting the BMW ease into the southbound lane, as if it is a motorcade for a president, a hero, a criminal off to be executed. Gail looks back at me, shaking her head. “What the hell were you thinking?”

“Nothing. I wasn’t thinking,” I tell her. “Can’t you see?” The glue of my family has peeled away. We’ve come apart. 

“If I see or hear of anything like that outburst again, I’ll see Lucky’s removed from your care. Got it?” Gail’s yelling now. I am quiet. I nod. Compliant. So she’ll leave us alone, me alone, again. 





Ray

Ray’s Cherry Bomb baseball bat is now concealed on top of the kitchen cupboards, behind the slow cooker and a couple of old toasters. When new tenants move in, or they tear this place down, someone will wipe the dust from my son’s bold red bat and wonder about us, ghosts we’ll be, just like we did when we moved in here and found that case of stale soup noodles at the back of the closet in the bathroom. 

The first thing Austyn tells me this morning is how many more hits the “Batshit Crazy Mom Smashes Her Own Car” video is getting on the Socs. Nick’s lawyer posted the video the day after Ray left, almost a week ago now.

“Kate, 14,957 views, plus a shitload of comments.” Austyn glows with sweat as she updates me, sinking into my couch. The fan is trained on us, drying out our eyes. It’s a Friday. Not her usual day. Now that I am unemployed, we have a new arrangement. Austyn comes when I need her, early mornings, mostly, and works for less pay. 

“You’re a real social media presence, Kate.” She enumerates my internet footprint: online Your Local news article, public shaming on socials, the @air-conditioned-nightmare counterprotest to the shaming, now the Batshit video. I haven’t seen the video yet. I don’t have to look, not if I ignore it. That much I can control. 

I tear a scrap of pink construction paper from Lucky’s pad and write in black marker, “YOU STOLE MY CAR AND CHILD.” Then I roll the note into a tube, hold it between my fingers like a cigarette. I wish I smoked right now. I wish for that chemical pull hitting the brain, overriding stress, worry, this constant, aching sense of alertness. Shauna must stock extra cigarettes just for soothing her clients. I didn’t see her touch a single one herself, not that I remember. 

The tower Lucky builds on the floor always topples over when she gets six blocks high. But she starts the tower again anyway, going in for the process of building rather than the result at the end. “Where’s Ray, Mama?” she says without looking away from her blocks. 

Beside me, Austyn stiffens. And my head fills with the staticky reverb of Ray’s absence. He was never not here before, ever, so there is a hollowness in me, one that wakes me up in the night, my brain going What’s wrong? and then I remember my son is not here, where he should be.

“Where’s Ray?” I repeat, his name catching in my throat. “He’s just visiting his dad, sweetie. But he misses you and looks forward to seeing you soon.” 

Austyn smiles. “Real soon, Lucky-Loo.” She wants to video my apology for her assignment, that’s why she accepted more hours and at a lower wage. She’s been in a giving mood, bringing me and Lucky food that she insists her mom made too much of. Heavy things, like lasagna. Food you eat when you are in grief. I pulled a strand of her mom’s hair out of Lucky’s bowl of lasagna last night before popping it into the microwave. Shoulder-length, and blond, but with a shimmer of middle-aged grey.

I’m dressed to run, though it already feels too sticky and oppressive. Austyn’s house must have full AC if her mom can turn on the oven for lasagna right now. I can’t even bear to boil the kettle, but there was Austyn with a basket of homemade oatmeal cookies this morning. 

“Let’s create this apology, Kate,” she says suddenly, pushing the words into the open. 

“Why?” I say slowly. “And what do you mean by create?” 

Her cheeks get rosy as she crosses and uncrosses her ankles. “Okay. Here’s the deal.” Austyn turns so she can look me in the eye. “I told you about my course, the comms theory one, and I think creating an apology would be a win-win for both of us.”

“I don’t see how there is anything to win here.” 

“Let me show you.” When Austyn pulls up YouTube on her phone, Lucky scurries over and climbs up on my lap to watch, leaning into Austyn’s pristine phone with the rubber case. She plays with the knob gripped to the back. Somehow Lucky already knows to call it a pop-socket. 

Austyn skips the ad.

A woman’s face, close to the camera. Her face is too wide, fish-eyed. She squints into the sun, walking as she speaks, the camera shaking along with her body movements, cutting through what appears to be a grocery store parking lot, the wind distorting her words. She’s doing this on a whim, or has been guided by younger voices, like maybe her kids, insisting this is the right way to handle the thing she did, which is, I kind of make out, saying publicly that food banks would become obsolete if only poor people learned to cook budget meals at home. She apologizes sincerely, but also waves a cookbook around, highly recommending the cheap meals she’s made from this very book. “I’m truly sorry but when was the last time you people made rice and bean casserole, using dried beans? Pennies a meal.” She then grabs a shopping cart with her free hand. The sound of the wheels drowns her out as the video cuts. 

Lucky frowns. “No fun.” She returns to her blocks.

“Who’s she?” I ask.

“Oh,” Austyn says with a shoulder shrug. “I think she was the deputy mayor someplace.”

“She doesn’t seem very sorry.”

“Sure, but posting an apology is what everyone expects. But our video will challenge that exact expectation. We’ll question the sincerity while also being sincere.”

The tendons on Austyn’s arms tense as her thumb flicks through the sidebar of all the other apology videos available to inspire our own. 

Flick, flick, flick. Makes me sick. Is there a song in that? But it does make me sick, because the list of things I need to apologize for is getting longer. 

“So, can I just do like a one-and-done apology? Or does it have to be one apology for each bad thing because they all seem connected somehow. Impossible to separate. And where do you stop, like, with just the bad stuff done in adulthood . . . Or do I need to cover childhood and teen years?” 

But Austyn’s not listening. “It’s crazy,” she says to her phone more than to me, “all the dumb things people do and then get roasted for.” She smooths her bob with a free hand. “I mean . . .” she glances over, sliding her phone into her back pocket. The bottom of my stomach is just gone now, leaving an open shaft for all the bad news to fall through, unimpeded.



“It’ll do the trick, Kate,” Austyn says about the apology as she gathers up the wicker beach bag with all the sunscreen and hats and water bottles and towels, cheese crackers and granola bars that go with Lucky to Ferndale Park before it gets too hot. “How can it hurt you?” she goes on, bending down to pick up Lucky’s stray blocks. She says I can write a script for the apology, after I finish my resumé. 

I need Austyn to babysit, but I can’t afford to pay her much longer. “Okay,” I say. “We can give it a whirl.” A publicly posted apology, whether it critiques the form or not, might improve the look of me in the eyes of Gail, Nick’s lawyer, the Cherish parents. Myself? How do I look to myself now? Weak. Diluted. Lost in the chorus of voices reminding me of my mistake. Child endangerment. Batshit Kate. 

“Nice!” Austyn smiles.

And I tell Austyn I will add this to the to-do list on the whiteboard her mom sent over so I can get my life in order: resumé, collect my Cherish pay, look for a job, apply for legal aid and social assistance, apology. The “BR” on the board stands for Breezy, getting her to at least talk to me, if not confess.

“I have access to quality equipment at the college. It’ll look very professional, but also not professional, authentic.” She suggests putting the apology’s link address on my resumé, so any potential employer can watch and feel reassured.

Then Austyn says someone on her mom’s FB feed posted a link to a site about a musician named Kat Smith. “Weird coincidence,” Austyn says. “This Kat Smith was a guitar player in a rock band, ages ago.” She tries to show me the search results. “Want to see her wiki?” 

I duck away. “No, thanks. I believe you.”

Austyn shrugs. I watch her out of the corner of my eye as she goes back to scrolling through feeds. She can’t make the connection between Kate and Kat, between me and the person in the picture on her phone: young, sweaty, in a tank top and jean skirt and shaggy pixie cut with arms muscled and strong from playing the same red Stratocaster as the one leaning up in the corner of the living room. The picture she tries to show me is some grainy point-and-shoot snapshot from Lollapalooza years ago. My face, Kat Smith’s face, is so contorted as I belt out some lyric, I don’t look at all like who I am now, Kate Smith. 

But I think I want her to find me out. I want her to go, “Oh my God, that’s so cool, Kat is you!” so as to be raised significantly in her estimation, and in her mom’s. Somehow, I have put my babysitter and her mom in charge of my sense of self-worth. 

“Well,” I say, “I should get running before it gets too hot.” There is a small, zippered pocket at the back of my running shorts: house key, a piece of gum for when my mouth runs out of spit, the note I wrote on the pink construction paper. 

“Too late for that,” says Austyn, kneeling beside Lucky, smearing her with thick mineral sunscreen. “They issued another heat alert.”

My phone dings, and I dive for it, thinking it will be Nick sending another picture of Ray. But it’s the landlord Paul again. He tells me to get the Crayola repaired or tow it away. The neighbours are complaining. The phone goes into the drawer in the hall where we stuff mitts and sunhats.

“Okay,” I say to Lucky, crouching down beside her and the teetering block tower. I put my face into her curls, kiss her. “See you soon. Just a quick run.” 

I need the Fake Farm. I can see the horizon there, straight-cut, without nuance. Cornfields, soy crop, ginkgo trees start where the sky stops, promising contrast between below and above, earth and sky. Maybe the nun will be there. The nun who runs. Maybe she can help me, too. Give me another mode of saying I’m sorry. 

Heat blasts me as I step onto the porch. Out on Ferndale, the traffic grinds. One of Ray’s Blue Jays caps shades my eyes, and so do an old pair of his sunglasses, protecting me from the sun, and protecting me from being recognized. 

I try not to see the porch, the steps, the smashed-up Crayola in the driveway, so I squint, blurring the scene. The trouble with having something bad happen in your driveway is that you have to confront the scene of that bad thing each day, every time you step outside or even just peek out your windows. Maybe Austyn’s brand of apology is a good idea. So is moving far, far away from this place. 

Instead, I run away from this place. For an hour, I run away.

But I don’t go straight up Ferndale like I should. First, I cut around the corner at Kimberley Ave., jog up the north side, down the south, trying to look normal, casual. No one is outside, not a person on the sidewalk, no one mowing their dried-out lawn. The collective hum of air conditioner units rises, competing with the rush of Ferndale and the thrum of the highway bridge directly behind this crooked little street. 

There’s no sign of Breezy at the Greek house. The bikes on the porch are mostly big and chunky with saddlebags and stickers, but none are that bubble-gum pink, and there is no Hermes/watermelon helmet. Were it not for those wing decals, I may have missed the connection. Clearly OO does not know her Greek myths. The driveway is empty, of course, because no one here drives. There’s a sledgehammer type thing leaning against the garage, which someone is using to break apart the asphalt driveway, before filling it in with the bags of topsoil stacked by the house. 

I shove the rolled-up note through the mail slot. The pink construction paper unfurls as I release it. YOU STOLE MY CAR AND CHILD. I want the words to scream as she reads them.

Did Breezy steal my car? She’s disappeared a bit. Keeping her profile low. 

I break into a run, turn onto Ferndale, towards the Fake Farm, leaving the Greek house behind, and as soon as my shoes touch that farm gravel and the sky rises huge and open above me, I feel a calm. A lift. It’s just me and landscape. I feel small, I want to feel small. The merest pimple on the face of all things. 

Today I am lucky. I see the nun. 

She comes towards me from the farm forest. She takes small steps, tiptoes along, like a gull on hot sand, and she’s lightning quick. 

I slow my pace, turning down the volume on my music player. I give a wave. 

She runs without music, without gear, just some plain running shoes — grey, with pink detailing. “Good morning!” she says back. She is maybe in her thirties, but it’s hard to tell without hair or clothes or other clues usually given away by fashion. Her face is very round, like a dinner plate, and shiny with sweat.

I open my mouth to say something further. But she doesn’t notice, just keeps going. She retreats west, towards the dry-cow pasture. She will be baking hot in those robes. They sway and swoosh around her. Beyond the farm, on the other side of Flatline Road, there’s a church with golden onion domes. She must be heading there, home. Do nuns live in churches? Dressed in habits, tending potato plants, and sleeping on straw mattresses in the basement? 

I resist the urge to follow her, though I want to know where she lives, what she does all day, and why she runs. How she says sorry. And why? Why should I be sorry?



This time it’s a bylaw car parked on my lawn. An officer is climbing my porch steps. A man. Like the nun, he must be boiling in his dark uniform. Thankfully, my front curtains are closed. 

“Please don’t let my daughter see you,” I say coming up the steps, out of breath, struggling to find a measure of spit in my mouth so my tongue works. The gum in my pocket melted. “She’ll get upset.” 

The officer follows me down into the driveway. “What happened to the car?” 

I tell him the truth. 

He frowns.

I feel bold. “There’s a YouTube video if you want to see the whole thing. It’s pretty good. Called ‘Batshit Crazy Mom Smashes Her Own Car.’” 

“Just get it towed, okay?” bylaw says. 

Traffic slows in front of my house. More eyes. More attention. 

“Neighbours are complaining.” He takes out his notebook. 

I don’t even know my neighbours’ names, but they know who I am, my business. It’s like being on a stage with my band. I looked out and couldn’t see anything defined. But there were people, an audience. They knew my face. I didn’t know their faces. 

I take off my sunglasses and wipe the sting of sweat from my eyes. I miss my old rock-star sunglasses. I can picture them in Breezy’s bedroom. Hermes’s bedroom. On a high shelf, tucked in among knickknacks and dusty paperbacks. No one will look up there because no one is really looking for her, but me, just me, I am looking for her. 

The curtains in my front window start to move. Inside, Lucky has heard our big-people voices over the low grumble of the fan. “Please go,” I tell the bylaw officer. “I’ll take care of the car.”

He puts away his book. “Please do that.” 

I stand in front of the window as he leaves, blocking the view in case Lucky sees that official-looking car, dark uniform, and that day comes back to flood her. It doesn’t seem to bother her that much, though, but Gail has said it will surface. “She’s suffered a trauma.”

Hermes lives in a tent in some woods, Lucky reminds me regularly. She says I can come meet Jolly. Can we go look for her, Mama? 

As bylaw backs his brown-and-yellow SUV off my lawn, I yearn for a back porch and a goddamn fence at the front, a real fence, sturdy and safe, get rid of the baby gate. 

I unlock the door and drag all my stiffness past the living room and into the kitchen. There’s my dirty coffee cup from breakfast. Fill it with water, drink the lukewarm water. 

Lucky’s arms are tight around my knees. “You’re burning, Mama,” she says. Then: “Where’s Ray?”

“Did you have a good run?” Austyn is behind me, saving me from Lucky’s question. 

“I did. I had a good run.”

“Even I can’t run in this heat,” she says as she slips into a runner’s lunge, flexing her long hurdling legs. “It’s been ages since I’ve trained. Too hot.”

“I enjoy the self-inflicted punishment,” I say. “Just like the nun.”

“Oh, her,” Austyn smiles. “I’ve seen her, I think.” It’s time for Austyn to leave. But I want her to stay, need her to, so I can hole up and think. But I can barely afford to pay her anymore. So, Austyn will leave, and Lucky and I will have the whole day together. Me, Lucky, and our fan.



Paul Landlord texts again: There have been more complaints about the car. When is it going? 

So, I text him back. Who complained? 

Neighbours 

Which neighbours?

He ignores that part. You need to remove the car or repair it. The backyard is choking with scabby trees, bugs, broken glass, and the kitchen floor is getting soft with rot, but Paul Landlord cares that the guy in the construction vest and the woman with the chihuahua find my car an eyesore. 

Another text, this one from Nick. It’s a picture of Ray playing a video game in what looks like a basement rec room. He’s staring into a big flat-screen TV mounted on the wall, wrapped in a quilt, because basement rec rooms are way too air conditioned. Ray’s face is in profile, but he’s smiling. I go in his room to smell him about once a day: cheesy socks and the sour notes of sweaty baseball gear, cut through with the sharp tang of spicy deodorant. Ray is the hollow feeling that wakes me up in the night, the panic that something is wrong. 

Nick sends a picture of Ray every day, like a kidnapper might, to prove to the freaking-out family that their loved one is still alive. And in none of the pictures is he playing baseball or even watching it. No Jays cap or shirt, no mitt or bat. Eddie Bright was the one he turned into a fantasy dad. His walls are plastered with glossy posters of Eddie Bright cut neatly from old copies of Sports Illustrated his friends gave him. Friends I don’t know, because Ray won’t bring anyone home. 

I text Nick that I want to speak to Ray, but the reply, a few hours later, is always the same: Sorry, Kat. When Ray is ready to talk to you, I will have him call. Do you want more pictures? Or you could look at my Insta.

I had to ask Austyn, “What’s Insta?” Of course, she knew and, of course, she chuckled at me. 

Lucky and I are working on the train puzzle again. Her fingers, fleshy little creatures, move the pieces around. She is patient with puzzles, trying each piece until it connects, and it always does, especially if she forces it. 

I scroll through the contacts on my phone. After I call Cherish again — “Ms. Nicole, you own me my pay and my guitar” — I find Matt’s number. Then I tinker with the text message a few times before I send it. 

Hi Matt, It’s Kate. Irena’s friend with the vintage car. Still interested? The car’s a bit rough right now, but you could take it off my hands for a discount. Let me know.

My heart is beating too fast. I’m a wreck, like the Crayola. But there is no one to take me off my own hands. 

My phone dings two minutes later. I’m in the kitchen filling water bottles for another trip to the splash pad at Ferndale Park. 

It’s Matt: Hey Kate! Yes, still interested! When can I come by and what kind of price are you asking?

I tuck the phone back in my pocket without answering. “Lucky! Let’s go, sweetie!” 

We turn off the fan. When we open the door, the heat storms in, pushing into our noses, thick and obnoxious. 

I carry the wagon down the sidewalk. Lucky gets in. 

“Where’s Ray, Mama?” 

“Um, with his dad, honey.”

“Can we go there, too?”

“Not right now, but soon.”

Her face and limbs are pasty with mineral sunscreen, and the floppy brim of her sunhat overshadows her small face. I think about going back inside for my straw hat, but I don’t. 

After the splash pad, I pull Lucky down to the convenience store on Wadlington for a ninety-nine cent popsicle. I’m getting one, too. Or a freezie, blueberry flavour, so our lips stain bright, electric blue. 

The lineup outside the fancy doughnut shop beside the convenience store stretches out the door and down the block, around the corner. The doughnuts cost ten dollars apiece and have things like bacon or breakfast cereal on them. The song bleeding out from the doughnut door is familiar. 

I freeze. A girl cradling a lapdog in arms slick with tattoos bumps into our wagon. It’s the song. The song is one of mine. “Sticking to Pills.” Pre-Danny. 


You give me chills

Next come thrills

Never mind, though 

I’m letting you go

Heartache tells me

Stick to your pills.

Stuck in a row

Suck ’em for show.

Reds and yellows

Sipped real slow

I’m sticking to my pills, babe,

And letting you go.



That song came to me so effortlessly — like opening a window and a song flies in — one late night in the dank garage where we practised. Writing songs was all I wanted to do, all I should have done; playing them, recording them, living a life of all music, all the time. “Pills” was my signature. And now here I am, this old woman, invisible to all these young people with their pierced faces, and I can’t afford a fucking doughnut, but they are playing my song. But you lose control over a song in the end. It’s just gone. 

“Mama!” Lucky grabs the sides of the wagon and starts rocking the thing, impatient to move along and go. 

Only six more hours until Lucky is asleep, and I can drink my beer on the porch. Play my warp-necked guitar. Only six hours.



It must be forty degrees in our apartment tonight. I make a bed for me and Lucky on the porch. We drag the pullout mattress outside, pillows and a sheet that I hook to the porch rails and drape like a tent. 

Even with the baby gate closed and latched, it feels less like a prison out here. There are stars, at least there are stars. And not much traffic. Our Halloween ghost keeps us company. And it plays the role of scarecrow and keeps us safe. I latch the baby gate, too, just in case. 

Lucky loves the tent. “Is this camping, Mama?” 

“Yes, in a way it is.” 

“Like Hermes goes camping every day.”

“Where does she go camping, Lucky?”

“She can hear cars and people walk by, so she has to hide. It’s not fair we have a car and place to live. She didn’t want me to be scared. She was scared.”

“Scared of what?” I try to keep her talking.

“She’d get in big trouble. If I ever see her again, I pretend I don’t know her.”

“And have you ever seen her again, Lucky?”

“I can’t tell you. I promised Hermes and Jolly I wouldn’t tell.”

“But you have to tell me, Lucky. What she did was wrong, and they’re blaming me for it. You don’t want Mama in trouble, Lucky, do you?” 

“Who’s they?” 

I wave my hands around. “They” is the very air we breathe. “Tell me, Lucky.” I grab her arm, squeeze too hard. Her face crumples, mirrors my own, the stress that radiates outward, bloody, hot stress. “Please, Lucky?” I squeeze her arm again: get some blood from the baby-soft stone of her.

Lucky starts to cry. “I can’t tell on Hermes, Mama. She made me feel not scared. She bought me French fries.” 

I want to say: but she was the one responsible for the “feeling scared.” She is the one who made you feel scared without me. I exchange the clamp of my hand on her arm with a good tight hug. I say I’m sorry. Again, sorry. 

As a distraction we read a storybook about camping. A family with a mom and a dad and two sisters drives to the woods, and the dad teaches the sisters how to pitch a tent. 

Lucky traces the pictures with her finger, going very slowly over the one of the dad driving the car. He is young, with glasses and a ball cap. “Does my daddy go camping?” she asks quietly, without looking at me. 

From my Early Childhood Education training I know that I need to answer these questions in a factual way. A way that will not crush her but also not build up false hopes. 

“I’m not sure, sweetie, not all daddies go camping. I think yours was more of a city guy.”

“What’s a city guy?”

“Oh, well, a city guy likes to stay in the city, drink coffee, wait in line for doughnuts with bacon on them.”

Lucky screws up her face. “Bacon doughnuts?”

It’s a perfect detour away from a conversation that is only going to get harder the older she gets. 

Lucky sips from the water bottle we brought out in our laundry basket of camping supplies. She falls asleep fast. As I stretch out beside her, I say the words for her, “Where’s Ray?” because sleep overtook her before she could do it, one last time for the day. 

Finally, I reply to Matt’s text about the Crayola: Why not come take a look tomorrow? There is damage now, I won’t lie, so we can negotiate the price.

Matt texts back in just few seconds. We agree to tomorrow at two. Lucky will be napping. He closes with a smiley face. 

I check my phone for texts from Nick. There is nothing. And the harassing #ferndaleabduction calls have stopped. Maybe this is all blowing over. I am so used to staying up later than Lucky, playing my guitar, sipping my beer. But I don’t tonight. Tonight, we are camping. I go with it, falling asleep to the rush of passing cars, they come and go, come and go.



I wake with the cawing of crows and first grains of light. Our sheet is grey with soot from the road. The acrid char in the air forces me to remember that northern wildfires are creeping our way, into the south of the province. I roll out from under the tent carefully, as Lucky is still curled up like a kitten, head tucked into her tummy, fast asleep. I feel lighter this morning, like we have been somewhere new, taken a breather from our tight little hot little life together. 

Lucky slept through without waking, as did I. That cawing is close, sending a shrill vibration deep into my eardrums. When I redo the tent tonight, I’ll use hooks and stronger knots to keep the corners of the sheet tauter, as it slipped a bit in the night. Ray would know how to do it. 

Crow-talk, louder now. Thrum of wings mixed in. What’s that Ramones song? Birds and words. It’s not a garbage day, so maybe a fresh roadkill is generating the excitement. Our brand-new stainless steel garbage can was stolen from the driveway a month ago, so the crows often get into the bags. 

I have to pee, badly, but I don’t want to leave Lucky out here alone. Would I have done this before she was stolen in the Crayola? Would I have chanced it? Rushed into the bathroom and rushed out again? 

It’s when I stand up that I can see it: our stubbly lawn is covered in crows, jawing, cawing crows. The lawn is covered in crows because it is covered in garbage, our own garbage, pulled from the bags kept in the driveway, and arranged almost artfully, like a ninja crept about as we slept, placing Lucky’s soaked diapers, bruised fruit, and all the plastic waste for the week in some kind of pattern. Dark-roast coffee tin, half-eaten apples, peanut butter jar. It is all so familiar, the colours of the wrappers, the cans and cartons I had thrown into the blue recycling bag. The crows are pecking away, a growing cloud of them, twenty or more, with several perched in the buckthorn tree, lying in wait for a chance at the ripening banquet below. 

Then I make out the pattern in the garbage. Letters, forming a word. Not just any word, but the English language’s most simple and complicated word. The word is “MOM.” The garbage is arranged to spell “MOM.” Five or six more crows touch down then, swarming the apple cores and banana peels that make up most of the “O.”

Whoever did this was so careful. One of those #ferndaleabduction warriors.Who else?

The Halloween ghost just hangs there, a greying piece of polyester, limp and useless. 

I carry Lucky inside, laying her out on the couch. It’s still early, not yet six, so she stays asleep. The fan blows towards her, on low.

I pee, pull on a bra, find my dress. Grab a broom. 

My neighbours are hiding out, the construction worker, his girlfriend, those oldies across the street. None of them seem agile or smart enough to have done something like this. As traffic thickens, so does the air, the heat. The crow frenzy is thinning out, leaving only the inedible garbage behind. But ten or twelve crows remain, and very little of the “MOM.” As I chase the birds away with the broom, the bristles connect with one of the fleeing crows. It circles around, swoops down, its feet, crow’s feet, grazing along my raised arm. Then it swoops up again and away, joining a crow on a powerline across the street, this one with a chunk of bagel in its beak. 

Then, without looking at the road, where the cars and buses and bikes must be gazing at me and my house and the goddamn garbage, I grab fresh garbage bags and get busy cleaning up the evidence of all the food we eat that comes wrapped in plastic. Evidence that my daughter still sleeps in diapers. 

The message is this: no mom is so busy or so poor she can’t bake her own bread and buy/clean/wash/dry those fancy cloth diapers that cost thirty dollars each. 

After, I have a cold shower, using up the last of the body wash on my hair. Just the ends, so I don’t have to touch up the grey with mascara today. Then I squeeze next to Lucky, which wakes her. My heart is still throbbing with — what? Rage, fear, dread of what comes next? 

Or was it the crows? They’re intelligent creatures. As smart as a seven-year-old human. Could crows have conspired to spell MOM out of my garbage? 

“Where’s Ray, Mama?” Lucky says. 

While Lucky watches some cartoon, I get out my notebook. There are about forty songs in here now, written over the past few years. 

“I’m sorry,” I start to write. Not a song this time, but an apology, for Austyn’s video assignment, so people and crows will leave me and my garbage alone. “I’m so sorry.” These words are not mine; they belong to everyone looking at me and judging my mistake. I do not feel sorry for turning my back for two seconds. But I am sorry for what happened to my kids, for losing control of our lives like this. So, I am sorry, and I am not sorry. 

Austyn is coming this morning. I have nothing to give her. 

I look out at the space in front of our house that isn’t really a lawn at all. Four or five crows linger in the buckthorn. And I didn’t take a picture. I didn’t think to take a picture. So, there is no proof this happened. If it really did.



Austyn arrives at seven thirty. I apologize for the early hour. She says because she’s dating someone now, she prefers to have her weekends and evenings free, so mornings are good. The cloth shopping bag on her arm is heavy with more leftovers. “I can just pop these in the fridge,” she says, removing her shoes and helping herself. As she crouches there, poking around the shelves for room, my neck tenses. Our fridge is working overtime in all this heat, so the smell inside has a ripe edge to it.

She must have noticed the beer I almost always keep on hand. It’s nothing, I know. If I was a guy, I wouldn’t even think about being called out for drinking beer alone. She could mention it to her mom, to Gail, to Darren Duke, that lawyer Nick has hired to go after me for custody of Ray. Yesterday, I skimmed over the email he sent. “Dear Ms. Smith, My client seeks custody of your son Ray. Would you consent to a custody assessment? My client is willing to pay the cost of such an assessment, up to an amount of $20,000.” 

I searched up Darren Duke on my phone. He’s an entertainment lawyer, no mention of family law, with his own shoebox firm. Says he’s “Toronto’s Best,” but the address is in that bedroom community where the nuclear-power station is. How does Nick have the money for this legal bullshit? Last I heard he was playing backup in some cheesy cover band. Small-time stuff, so I never bugged him for child support, a.k.a. squeezing blood from a stone. So, I deleted the email, crushing the life out of it, Nick’s claims to Ray. 

Austyn has Lucky dancing to music on her phone; the tinny prefab beats pain my ears. But Lucky is beaming happiness, her arms flailing and hips shaking. As I hug her goodbye I wonder if she’s really bothered by anything that has happened. Then she whispers in my ear, “Where’s Ray, Mama?”

I run. 

The heat is building. I have one hour and fifteen minutes remaining before Austyn is off the clock. She will then put her cash in the back pocket of her jean shorts and go home to her air conditioning.

Matt. Matt is coming at two. If he buys that fucking car, I will take my daughter out for ice cream. 



I am motivated to look somehow better for Matt. “Decent,” as my mom would say. 

The back of my neck is sunburned. I sit on the toilet, lid closed, and let Lucky rub aloe gel into my neck. It honestly feels wonderful, and I long for a man at this moment, to hold and to hug, or at least to give me regular back massages. I am sick of I. I. I. I. I want to be we. The Toy Boats kind of we. My sister and I before our dad died. It is possible to show some weakness, when there is more than just I. Just the look of “I,” as a pronoun, is unwavering, unflappable, all strong. But it also looks lonely, that single vowel, standing on its own, thin and shivering. “Where’s Ray, Mama, when’s he coming back?”

Gail owes me a call. She said she’d keep me up to date with her investigation. If tomorrow is Wednesday, and I don’t know if it is or not, then she will do an “in-home visit” with Ray and Nick. Of course, it will go well. Nick was always a capable performer: smooth and charming, as required.



Matt arrives. Lucky is inside napping. I’m playing around with the song from the day Lucky was stolen. The melody is the same. But everything else is different: 


Touch your palm 

to the glass window

Lost in traffic

Fast and slow



“Kate?”

I put down my guitar, wipe my face with a tissue and put on Ray’s old sunglasses. 

I thought it was Mama driving. Hermes had her sunglasses on, the candy-apple-red sunglasses.

There are lots of movies where kids are stolen: Raising Arizona, Fish Tank, that one in Australia with Meryl Streep and she’s accused of murdering her child, but it was actually, painfully, just a dingo. I am not the only mom who has made the mistake of taking her eyes off her child for the wrong set of seconds. 

Matt is also wearing sunglasses, funny ones with white plastic frames, Devo-style. He’s trimmed his beard, likely because it’s so hot now, so I can see more of his face. His chin has a dimple in the middle, like a finger pressed into moist clay. 

Matt pushes his sunglasses up on his head, and he smiles. “Wow, that song was amazing, Kate!” 

“Thanks,” I say. I feel it, a smile is breaking, but I don’t let it through to the surface. 

“Irena always said you were talented. Did you write it?”

“Yes, well, I’m working on it.” 

“Cool. I feel lucky to have heard your work in progress.”

Kat, the me of ten or fifteen years ago, would not be attracted to Matt, precisely because he is so friendly and kind. I missed out on that, boyfriends who are friendly, kind, who are actually interested in you, who might know enough to say, “You know, it’s super generous of you to offer your sister a spot in the band, but would that be good for you? Is that really what you want?” I think all this means that I do feel something akin to attraction. A pull towards Matt. 

Matt says he hasn’t heard from Irena either. “The village where her parents live is really in the middle of nowhere, so I’m not surprised.” He assures me that she’ll write or call. “She just loved you guys!”

Then there is a lull. 

“Hot, huh?” Matt says so as to say something. 

“Oh, yeah, well, and we don’t have AC right now.”

Matt makes a choking sound. “That’s just brutal. I am sorry. I have a window unit, and I worship at it regularly.” 

“Yeah, ours went kaput a few weeks ago. It’s been hell ever since.” 

Matt’s looking around, maybe trying not to notice how fucked-up the Crayola is now. Finally, he heads down the steps, taking in the smashed car kind of hunkering there. “So . . . I see there’s a bit of damage now.” 

“There is, yes, unfortunately.” I remember the feeling of bashing the hood so hard the baseball bat bounced back at me, which made me want to bash it more. No wonder Jimi Hendrix and Paul Simonon destroyed their guitars. It’s an act of love and athleticism. Nothing to do with anger, nor a boiling-over of middle-aged frustrations. 

Matt asks if I was in an accident.

“No. The car was sort of the victim of road rage.”

“Oh my God!” Matt looks over at me. He is kneeling at the bumper, running his fingers along the bashed chrome. 

“It’s all superficial stuff, the windows, lights, the side mirrors, the hood. But nothing inside the car or the engine is damaged.”

“Well, that’s good,” Matt says. He stands up. He is wearing baggy jeans, sneakers in purple suede, and a striped T-shirt that shows off a round belly. He must go in for craft beer and those fancy doughnuts. “Are you okay?” Matt asks me, looking for a glint of my eyeballs through the lenses of my sunglasses. “I mean, did this maniac hurt you at all?” 

“Oh, no, she was just mad at life, so she took it out on the car.”

“A woman?”

“Yes.” 

“Wow,” Matt says. “She must have been enraged.” He makes his hands into fists as he says “enraged.” 

I tell him: “It happens. Sometimes, you can only take so much. Then it bubbles over, and you regret it after, of course.” 

“I get it,” Matt says. He makes a frown. “I’m really sorry this happened to you.”

“Thanks, yeah. My mom gave me the car when my daughter was born. It’s a good car. Older. But solid and reliable.”

Matt smiles. “So solid and so reliable. My mom drove a Corolla like this too. Same blue colour and everything. Is it a nineteen ninety-four?”

“I think so, yes, pretty sure. Wait. Or a ninety-two?” I don’t actually have proof of the age so I add, “Maybe we can research it, just to be sure.” And I can’t remember how Irena is related to Matt. Maybe Matt’s dad remarried, so his stepmom’s siblings would be stepuncles and -aunts to Matt, like Irena? Irena had called Matt a “good egg.” And she pointed out that we (Matt and I) both lost a parent when we were pretty young. 

Matt says he doesn’t care about the exact year of manufacture. “It’s enough that your car reminds me of my mom, so I’m really interested.” He looks at me and lifts his sunglasses. His eyes are brown and twinkly, which I think means he is bright, full of energy, bounces from one idea to another, one friend to another, and is hard to pin down. He’s probably about thirty years old. I’m not quite old enough to be his mother, unless I had been a teenage mom. “How much are you thinking you want for it?”

I feel my face pucker up into that frowny look that is leaving me with deep wrinkles around my mouth. I haven’t thought about a price for the Crayola. I just need a quick fix, until I can get a job of some kind, though I’m not actively looking for a job. “Don’t know,” I say. “Like, two thousand.” It’s way too much. Why did I ask for such a crazy amount?

Matt looks at the car. He walks around it a few times. I swept the broken glass and shattered headlights from the driveway with a stiff broom and a shovel for a dustbin, but this does nothing to distract from the bald fact that the windows are so shattered it’s not possible to drive it. It will have to be towed away, adding to the cost of buying this bashed-up thing. Matt keeps his distance as he examines the car, like it’s a wounded animal who should not be poked.

I hope Matt offers me less. Like, 500. Will Irena be mad that I ripped him off?

“Sure.” Matt smiles. 

“Are you sure? I think you should get an estimate of the damage first.”

“Naw,” Matt says with a smile and a sweep of the hand. “It won’t be too much.” 

“Four new windows and all four lights?”

“My friends restore vintage cars. They know I’ve been dreaming of a car just like this one. I’ve been banking favours with them to now cash in.” 

“Just give me a thousand.” 

“What, wait, why?”

“I would feel better that way, that’s all. The car is pretty totalled, plus you need to get it towed.” 

“Nope!” Matt has made up his mind. “E-transfer or cash?”

“Cash.”

“I could come back this evening, after six. Would that be okay?” Then he winks. “We’ll keep the deets between just you and me.” I think this means he won’t tell Irena I overcharged him.

“Okay,” I agree. The thought of $2,000 in cash is intoxicating. Rent, couple of months of food. Box of hair dye, a scooter for Lucky. I don’t want to go on welfare. I really don’t, and maybe I can avoid it. But only if Cherish pays me what is owed, and they might. And they might not. 

My phone dings. Nick has sent a video of Ray doing a cannonball off a dock somewhere cottage-like, in red palm-treed swim trunks I have never seen before. Ray’s face is scrunched up, and he is many metres away from the camera. He is merely a shape, dwarfed by the scenery: jack pines, crystal water, a white sailboat in the distance. 

“Kate?” Matt clears his throat. “Sorry to interrupt. I need to get back to work, but can I come later with the cash?”

“Sure,” I say, looking up from my twelve-year-old son having so much fun without me. 

“Great!” says Matt. “I’m so happy.”

What a thing to say: I’m so happy. “I’m glad you are happy. And I’m sorry about the damage.”

“I’m sorry about it for your sake,” Matt says. “I’m sure it was horrible.” He waves goodbye. I don’t want him to leave. “I just need to wait for my ride,” he says. “I totally understand if you need to go inside.” 

“It’s fine.”

“Okay, great.” Matt tells me the driver will arrive in six minutes. Matt designs video games. It makes sense because he looks like he spends too much time indoors. His skin is a bit pasty, and his clothes are rumpled. 

“Amazing.” I mean it, I am amazed. “I have a son who’s twelve, and he’s always bugging me to get him an X-thing, or whatever.”

“Oh, you mean an Xbox?”

“That’s it.”

Matt’s eyes get big and shiny. “We have a ton of old PS1s and games he could have, seriously. I mean, if you don’t mind that for him.” 

“I’m sure he’d love that,” I say, as if Ray is going to come out of the apartment at any moment and ask if there’s juice.

A spacey-looking EV, dazzling as polished teeth, pulls up in front of the house, emergency lights flashing. Matt waves as the car pulls away, “See you at six!” 



Lucky is still asleep. She’s eligible for junior kindergarten in September, just a month away. Gail urged me to register her, but Lucky is still such a napper. She’s just not ready for kindergarten. Or I am not ready for it. It’s free, at least.

The fees for Lucky to attend Cherish were discounted, mostly because of my guitar and singing. Cherish liked to stretch the truth about the degree I never finished at a mediocre school and place this information in a prominent spot on its website. “University-educated ECEs with professional skills in music composition and performance will both delight and care for your precious child.” My profile is now gone from the Cherish website.

Cherish. What a place. I look at my bank statement regularly on my phone, for the final thousand-dollar deposit from Cherish Childcare Centre. It’s one more thing I look at on my phone. One more reason to reach for it every thirty seconds or so. I have now left Ms. Nicole five voicemails asking for the money she owes.

I should look at other types of jobs, like pouring coffee. It will look better if I am employed and therefore building my life back again when and if Nick follows through with his custody bid. Also, we need the money. No one has said outright that it will be impossible for me to work with children at a daycare ever again, but it’s obvious that’s the reality.

I text Matt. “Can you come at eight tonight instead?” Because I want Lucky to be asleep when he comes. I put an extra pair of beers in the fridge, two for him and two for me. Would Irena care about this?



Matt is right on time: 8 p.m. I am working on another song “The Nun Who Runs” when his driver pulls up.

“Hey, Kate,” Matt says. He waves as he approaches the porch. He’s changed into a collared shirt in gingham checkers, quintessentially like a tablecloth. 

“Hey,” I say. “Thanks for coming.” 

“Yeah, no worries. Eight was better for me, too, actually.” Matt sits down in the lawn chair when I gesture for him to do so. “I really like that tune,” he says. “Can I hear it some more . . . I mean, if that’s okay with you?”

“It’s fine. I’d be happy to.” So, I do. Matt closes his eyes as I play. I don’t have all the words down yet, so I mostly just hum, though there is one chorus line I think is solid: 


Hot with sun

moon in face

blackbird

raven

crow

a nun runs this place.



There is a queasiness in my stomach, like I am performing for the first time, because in many ways I am. But Matt opens his eyes at the end and breathes through his nose before saying, “Gorgeous, Kate.” 

A warmth comes from within: no matter how hard it gets, I can write about all this shit. As I put down my guitar Matt pulls an envelope from his back pocket. “Please count it,” he says. “It should all be there, the full two thousand.” 

“I don’t need to count it,” I smile at him. 

“No, please. Just in case. It’s so easy to make a mistake.”

“Yes, it is easy to do that.” The money is all there, in big bills of brown, red, and green. “Hey,” I say, again getting that first-time queasy feeling, “do you want to celebrate your big purchase with a beer?”

Matt’s eyes jump. “Oh, yeah, I’d love that!”

Lucky is sleeping soundly on the sofa bed. I stop to kiss her sweet hands. “Mama just made two thousand bucks, baby.” The money goes in the cupboard beside the whole wheat flour. I grab the beers from the fridge and also the car keys. 

We open the cold bottles, we cheers the Crayola that is back to being a Corolla now. “Here’s to nineteen ninety-four,” I say. “Or maybe it was ninety-two.”

“Yup. And here’s to the most ‘mom’ car that I know of.” 

We clink, we drink. 

“Maybe Irena told you about my stepfather. My mom’s second husband.”

“No,” I say. “Would he be Irena’s brother?”

Matt nods. “Super old-fashioned patriarchal guy, to put it mildly. I would never go visit him without Irena being there. So, I don’t see him.”

“Sisters or brothers?”

Matt says, no, he’s an only child. So was his mom. “And, anyway, my stepfather sold the car after my mom died, and I super regret just sitting by and letting him do that. The closest thing to her that was left.” 

“Sorry,” I say. 

“Thanks,” Matt says with a sip. Our bottles are sweaty, dripping all over our hands, legs. “What about your family?”

“Yeah, so, I have a little sister, but we’re not really in touch. And my mom’s had a few health scares, but now she is doing okay.” I think about showing Matt the photo of my own mom with this very car that is his now. Instead, I take the keys out. “These are yours.” I twist the keys off the ring, chunky black things that you actually insert into the car door and turn, before all this automated shit was invented. 

Suddenly, I miss my mom. I hated how spotty her hands were getting when she handed these keys over to me. “Katie,” she had said, “this car should help you raise your children. A mother needs a good, reliable car of her own.” 

Matt’s swigging from his beer. His moustache is foamy with suds and his fingers are long and slender — piano player? — nails bitten way down past the white. 

There are two keys for the Corolla on the ring. Also, keys for my front door, my back door, and another, a small gold one. It’s the key for the back door of Cherish Childcare Centre. Ms. Nicole entrusted me with this key last summer when she was at a cottage across the river and I took over opening duties. “I had forgotten this one.” 

“Gosh,” says Matt, accepting the car keys without touching my fingers. “What about the towing? I called a place that can do it tomorrow at about noon. Is that okay?”

“Sure,” I say, though I suddenly feel sick with the thought that my mom’s old Corolla will become Matt’s. “Noon is fine.” 

Matt smiles and pulls out his phone, tells me he’s meeting some gaming friends for a birthday celebration on a patio downtown. I miss those times, just hanging out, laughing and flirting, stumbling home through dark, silent streets, usually holding on to Nick. 

Matt’s rideshare arrives within two minutes, some kind of shiny black SUV. “Thanks for the beer!” He runs down the steps and disappears into the waiting car. Inside my mouth, I gnaw slowly on my own tongue, because I really want Matt to come back.

I wait a bit before going inside, the small gold Cherish key getting hot and sweaty in my hand. I was like Matt once, I had friends, a community. If I needed money, a bottle of wine after-hours, or some help moving my gear around, I could call someone, no problem. I got called on, too, and I did my best to show up for people. When my kids came, all that went. I left the community, with nothing to replace it. Motherhood is not a community. 

Lucky is sleeping beside me on the sofa bed. Her peaceful beauty stuns me sometimes, like this time, the blush of her perfect cheek, the bud of her lips. 

I have $2,000. I have a gold key. I have to sleep. Lucky will be up with the sun and the heat.



“Good morning!” It’s 7 a.m. the next day. Wednesday. Austyn plunks down a shopping bag by the pile of sandals and flip-flops in the sandy hallway. We have learned to coexist with sand from the park because my vacuum bag is stuffed, and I don’t have a replacement. There was sand in our cereal last night, sand in Lucky’s diaper this morning. I thank her for coming so early. Before the heat sets in. She says, “That’s fine. I haven’t been to bed yet, so I didn’t have to get up at all.”

“What’s the latest on your mom’s socials?” 

Austyn squints. “You finally ready to take the plunge, Kate, join the digital age?” Austyn’s wearing a jean skirt that could once have been mine. Lucky hugs her around the shins, running her tiny hands up and down her babysitter’s lean calves. 

“Sure, Kate.” Austyn pulls out her phone. Starts scrolling. She’s on her mom’s Fakebook account. “Here.” She shoves her phone at me, daring me to look.

“How bad can it be?” I say.

Someone named Jess of West Bridge, the fancy hood with mansions perched high above the river, has been busy theorizing about #ferndaleabduction:


Hear her house got trashed with trash? But who would notice, really? Don’t those people over there ever use garbage cans? They put their garbage in bags, just inviting vermin and EVEN MORE crows. I drive down there every morning to get on the highway. And I keep my windows rolled up each time. “Crow Row” I call that part of Ferndale.



There’s a bunch of emojis reacting to this. Little yellow faces grinning, getting sick, perfect piles of poo Lucky would go nuts over. But not everyone falls into line with Jess’s post:


Cleo S.

Um, don’t you have anything else to talk about? That Ferndale abduction story is ancient history. Though I do agree that the crows in this city are an issue.



Someone else picks up Jess’s point about the crows, blaming the Fake Farm: 


H.M.:

When is this city going to get its act together and demand the feds sell off that land for development? What a joke. We could have badly needed housing in there instead of crops, cows, plus the hordes of crows invading our neighbourhoods. . . . Sadly, there’s unhoused folks camping in those woods :( That tells me we need housing over boutique urban agriculture. I worry these encampments will start a wildfire.



“See,” I say, passing Austyn back her phone. “My skin’s pretty tough.” But my teeth have made a hole on the inside of my cheek. Like when my dad would read me the riot act, screaming in my face, and I could just sit there and take it, secretly biting into the fleshy insides of my mouth. 

“Mine’s not,” Austyn says, wiping off her phone before tucking it away. “I admit I’m a total snowflake sometimes. Anyway. I was thinking Lucky and me could walk over to a café, maybe in Little Italy, to get a juice and hang out in the AC for a while, if that’s okay.” 

“Sure, good idea.” 

I have $2,000 in cash in my kitchen cupboard, and I am getting that millionaire-for-a-day feeling. When I was in the Toy Boats, we’d get paid for a gig and have it spent by the next day: clothes and drinks, maybe gas or repairing our instruments, rent thrown in there somehow. “Just let me know how much you spend. I’ll add it on to your pay.” 

Austyn shakes her head. “No way! It was my idea . . . Let me treat.”

“Okay,” I say. She gets to sleep, or not sleep, in a house cool enough to turn on the oven, so why should I care if she spends five bucks treating my daughter to some juice? 

As if reading my mind, Austyn tells me she has some cheddar scones from her mom. “Homemade,” she verifies. The scones are wrapped in a clean white tea towel, still warm, and a bright bubbly cheesy colour. I truly can’t imagine eating something like this right now, so pasty and thick. What do I eat? Popsicles. A jar of cold coffee in the fridge, the only way to ensure I get enough caffeine. 

I change for my run, fast, before it gets too hot. Later today I will peel a few twenties off the stack in the cupboard and go to the drugstore for hair dye, mascara, sunscreen for Lucky and me both. 

As I close the front door, waving to Austyn and Lucky through the window, I wonder if Austyn looks at my body with as much fear and wonder as I do. Why does it matter? I am invisible to men, and I don’t want their attention anyway. Unless the men are Matt. I want his attention. How can I make it so I see him again after he tows away the Crayola? 

The Crayola. The Crayola is smashed in the driveway and on the roof, perfectly centred, is a green baggie. I am not a dog owner, nor do I care too much about dogs, but anyone who lives in a city knows what these green baggies are. 

This time I remember to take a picture with the camera embodied in my music player. 

Then I throw the green bag of dog poo into a reeky garbage bag. The couple across the street sit like statues on their porch, watching me. They must have seen who did this. The woman with the chihuahua, must have been. She always keeps her face down as she watches her skittish little dog squat on my lawn, so I don’t actually know what she looks like, her eyes, nose, those precise features. Somehow, even Austyn missed this as she walked up the lane to our front door this morning. 

I don’t wash my hands. I stuff my ears with loud music, and I run. 

I cross over Darling Ave., at the T intersection where Ferndale ends and the farm begins. This is my route. Where I go and what I do. The sun is a radiant, sizzling pearl, melting me already. Last summer the corn was up to my waist by now, and the soy to my knees. Crops were green last summer, or greener than this scorched, brownish look. I try not to think about the heat searing my body, and I just try not to think. And if I don’t look at the apartment towers and the onion domes in the distance, I could be in the country, near Radiance. Boring but peaceful, and in summer the air was always sweet with manure and honeysuckle. It smells like that here, too, especially when I run past the silos in the southern corner where the coyotes live, their ears poking out above the waving sea of tall silvery grass.

Then I see the nun. Her silhouette slices into my range of vision. She’s fast, a swoop, cutting across the horizon, going southwest. I chicken out and don’t follow, turning instead into the lacy shade of the forest. My pupils open, adjusting to the bright gems of sunlight shimmering on tree trunks, pine and birch. Most of the brush around is just fallen logs, branches left to rot, poison ivy, magenta wildflowers, and the forest floor is so dry I can taste the dust with each fall of my running shoes. Other runners who pass me sometimes have these belts with small bladders of water strapped to their waists. I add this to my mental shopping list: after the dish soap and hair dye, I will find a store that sells such belts with such bladders. 

I pause my music player. Follow the path that twists through the forest, which is really not a forest, just a parcel of land that the farm has not yet cut down and planted, or the feds have not sold off, a reminder of what came before farming, before factory-fresh chicken, before slash and burn. 

A woodpecker swooshes in, landing on a high, hollow tree trunk, full of holes, full of bugs. The bird is all muscle and meat. Its movements are jittery rather than fluid, bobbing its head in and out of the tree holes, looking for protein.

The hollow pecking is music. This is music. 

And these are footsteps, running up behind me. “Hi.” It’s the nun. She smiles as she slows her pace. “I’ve seen you running here.”

“Yes, and I see you.” I am smiling now. Polite, overly polite, because she’s a nun after all. “Hey, I’m Kate,” I force myself to say because I badly want to know her name.

“Me, too. I’m also Kate. Sister Kate.”

“Oh!” Kate is a common name, but I’m surprised by this. “Really?”

“Yes.” 

I pause before saying her name myself, “Sister Kate,” as it doesn’t quite feel real. Because she doesn’t quite feel real. 

I keep my voice to a whisper, so the woodpecker doesn’t fly away, and it does not. 

We stand side by side, we two Kates. 

Her face is freckled, patches of them, in all shades of brown. Underneath the habit, her hair must be auburn. The nun’s robes are a bit shiny, silky, so maybe the material is not the heavy, rough wool I had imagined. 

Suddenly, the woodpecker whooshes away. The beating wings cut the air, slice by slice. 

“Wow,” says Sister Kate, “such a cool bird.” 

Her casual language is surprising. I would have had her saying “miraculous,” or even “majestic.” Not “cool.” How old is this nun who runs? 

“It is a very cool bird. I used to love Woody Woodpecker. But it really makes woodpeckers look bad. I have been misjudging woodpeckers, I think.”

“Hmm. Woody Woodpecker?” 

Sister Kate is too young for Woody. 

She goes on: “They come in here for the shade, more and more of them, and coyotes, too, have you seen that tripod one? Animals get hot, too, you know. And I think there may be a few people sleeping in the rough.” Sister Kate looks around, smelling the air for signs of life, then her eyes land on my face, gazing deeply, trying to pull out some detail she can’t place. “Do I know you?”

“No.” The word comes out as a blunt little punch. 

“Okay,” Sister Kate answers with a shrug. “I thought you might be a local celebrity. Like a news anchor. I guess not. You just have this thing.” 

This time I make sure I smile. “Nope. Not me.”

Sister Kate tilts her head to her right shoulder, so the sun hits her in the eyes. She squints. The dry cow pasture is visible through the trees. There must be ten massive cows in there, bursting to give birth. I remember that beached feeling of full pregnancy, the strain and pressure of being always on the edge of popping. I should have told Nick sooner. I knew he would freak out. I just wanted to finish the tour as planned. After that, I wanted to go home, have the baby, tell Danny we no longer needed a bass player, and fall right back to that zipper-tight three-piece indie band that toured North America in a shitty van. Why wasn’t that enough for us? 

It had been enough, for years. Then my mom called and told me Danny’s band, some rockabilly thing, had broken up and Danny was depressed. “Please, Katie, it could just be a short-term boost for her. Get her back on her feet.” At first, I said no to Danny joining the band. But Danny was my sister. And Nick and Marty liked the idea of adding in bass guitar and deepening our sound. So, Danny became a Toy Boat. We did better as a four-piece with a more attractive look, but that’s not what I wanted. Then I got pregnant. And Danny got the Toy Boats. 

When I flew home from Europe, my mom threw a suitcase into her car and drove down to Toronto. She found a midwife and shopped for soft flannels and diapers, all a baby really needs for the first months, she had promised. I bruised my mom’s hands and arms squeezing on for dear life as I pushed a baby boy out of my body one hot night in August just about thirteen years ago. He was called Ray to capture the sunlight feeling of summer. A feeling that is now both elusive and too much.

Me, Mom, Ray. That was it for a while. And it was good. That nesting part of motherhood felt like a thick barrier against the rest of the world. I loved my baby. I loved rocking him, nursing him, eating homemade banana bread; loved napping when he napped; loved my mom living with us, loved us watching DVDs from the library. I sent Nick pictures of our son, noted his weight gain and other milestones. His responses were always icy cold. Never once asked how I was. Never once apologized. 

“So, how do you apologize?” I ask Sister Kate. That’s what I really want to know.

Sister Kate frowns a bit, surprised by this question. 

“Like if you do something wrong, or that others think is wrong. Maybe you lie or you lose your temper, like going ballistic, or you just make a mistake that you didn’t mean to. What do you do?”

“You mean me, me?” 

“Well, yeah, or just, you know, very spiritual people?”

What I want is to be invited to step into a confession box, the one in the golden onion over there across Flatline Road. Isn’t that where she’s always heading? 

“Well, I guess it’s about you, too,” she says, still squinting, “like you need to apologize to yourself. And accept it. That helps.”

This isn’t what I want to hear. My apology to myself has no weight, no worth. “Oh,” I say. 

“Kate?” Sister Kate touches my shoulder. “You know, if you hear something over and over, you start to believe it.”

“True,” I say. 

“Well, good luck,” Sister Kate smiles, “I need to get on.” 

“What about apology videos?”

“Huh?”

“Apology videos. Like on social media. You think that would do it?”

Sister Kate shrugs. “Well, those are kind of cliché.”

“True,” I say again, thinking of Austyn. I’ve never felt this old, not before this summer. 

“Bye, Kate,” says Sister Kate, as she turns and heads back down the path.

I watch the sweep of her figure receding along the farm’s flat horizon. Our encounter feels unreal, but also vital and clear, fated to happen. Like, within this active storm of shit I’m in, a flicker of mercy has surfaced. So many people have gone through so much worse. We’ll get through this, too, me and my kids. 

I walk the final stretch of the forest path, savouring the relative cool, the soft, filtered light. A glint catches my eye. There’s a tent in the bushes. Dark green, hard to see. A skull-and-crossbones flag is draped across the fly, keeping out the light, warning away intruders. It’s a childish flag, half comical, half not. Jacob Two-Two, only for real. If I crept closer, stepping tenderly so as not to snap any twigs, unzipped the fly and peered inside, would I find a bag of no-name dog kibble? Would a copy of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas or L’étranger or some other countercultural text kids these days still read, be splayed open, breaking its spine? Right next to my candy-apple-red sunglasses, arms folded, holding in the memories? Deserts and tundras teem with life, so does this farm and this slice of a forest refuge, you only have to be still and open to seeing it, the life here. 

I run slowly home. Hermes must have been paycheque-to-paycheque and then there is no paycheque and then. Then there is me. That wobbling “I” who is holding up just about everything. 



Funny how the only person I want to talk to about “all this” is @air-conditioned-nightmare. So, I take the plunge, join Austyn’s digital age, and make myself some burner Soc accounts, an aging greaser travelling incognito. 

@air-conditioned-nightmare has posted a video of herself. How can she be so young and fresh? I was rarely sober at that age. She talks fast, spitting out facts and ideas like her time is about to run out, while her hands slice the air to punctuate her arguments. The room behind her is painted an alarming orange. Sirens drift in through a window, hosting a simple box fan, no bulky AC unit. Everything is vigilance. Watch-dog-alert. Self-awareness. “Peak illness and death correlated to rising temperature happens in cities, a.k.a. heat islands, and who mostly inhabits heat islands? Renters, working poor, folks from equity-deserving communities, those without access to affordable AC. Speaking of afford. Can we really afford to ignore the emissions generated to keep our bodies cool using AC units and central air? Is not AC just a transient fix to a bigger problem of certain elite populations wrecking the planet to serve our own comfort? Ask yourself this.” @air-conditioned-nightmare looks directly into the camera, and into my eyes, forcing me to blink — then Matt texts, confirming that the tow truck will arrive at noon today — slapping me back down to my own petty little problems.

And Gail emails to say the investigation process is a bit behind schedule. “Should be all wrapped up in a month.” And: Have I applied for legal aid? I should because Darren Duke has a reputation for playing dirty. And how’s the job search? My mental health? “You need to prove to me and the courts that you are getting your act together.”

And Nick. Nick texts It’s Ray’s birthday next Saturday, as if I don’t know. There will be a small party at his cabin, though he calls it “the cabin” as if it’s the only cabin in the world. 

Ray will turn thirteen, a teenager. Lucky and I are invited. My adrenal glands bloat up with anger at the cruelty of this invitation. It’s not going to be a party for Ray. It’s an opportunity for Nick to display what a puffed-up dad he is. I don’t want to go, but I also don’t want to show Nick that I care or that I’m at all bothered. I have to be “bigger” than him. Let me be bigger, and he can be puffed up. 

This image comes into my head: little Orion with the long red curls reeling back and with that tambourine smacking the other kid, Simon, in the eye. And then I think about Danette, so gracefully holding her bass, bobbing from the knees as she played, long blond hair hanging in her elfin face. Danny was the whole package: beautiful, innate sense of style, some talent thrown in. Me, Kat, all I had was playing music, being good at music, doing music with Nick.

The smell from our garbage bags lingers in the driveway. Tomorrow is garbage day, so tonight I get to haul the waste I have generated out to the curb, hope it isn’t ripped open before morning. 

“Mama!” Austyn and Lucky are trundling up Ferndale with the wagon, floppy hats covering their faces, cheeks and noses smeared with sunscreen. 

“Where’s Ray?” Lucky asks, looking up at me from the wagon. Her small hands clutch a takeout cup with the last bit of fruit slushie at the bottom. She holds up the cup, offering me a sip. 

“It stinks out here today,” Austyn says. “Maybe just the fire smoke.” She tells me next week would be best for us to make the apology. “The assignment is due in two weeks, and I need time to edit.” 

Why can’t I say no to this? Because I need a cheap babysitter, my only chance to run. So, I tell Austyn the script is nearly done, and next week would be good. Austyn smiles. “Trust me. If you hate the video, we’ll take it down.” 



I need soap, foamy white soap, lathered between each finger. 

I stand in the tub, with bath toys scattered at my feet. My body shrinks under the spray of cool water, bringing down the swell. There is a person living in a tent in the farm forest for lack of viable alternatives. Where does that person shower, wash clothes, shave her legs? Her? I don’t know who it is. I don’t want to let go of the story I’m still telling about Breezy being the one. That’s the easy story. I want that story. 



Lucky and I are eating orange-juice popsicles on the porch. Going fast before they melt. Before the wasps come. There must be a nest somewhere close, forcing us to run inside a few times. 

I ask Lucky about Hermes’s tent. “Is that what she said? A tent in the woods?” 

“I think so,” Lucky says. But it seems like this memory is evaporating. Maybe her brain wants her to move on from that day. 

Matt said he would arrive with the tow truck in thirty minutes, and I know he’ll be on time. 

“Lucky,” I say. “We are going to say goodbye to the car today. Okay?” I crouch, looking my daughter in the eyes. 

“Why, Mama?” Juice beads up on her chin, dripping onto her T-shirt. 

“Well, sweetie, it’s because we can’t afford to fix it, so Matt — remember Irena’s relative? — he is going to buy it and fix it and he’ll drive it and take good care of it, okay?”

She doesn’t understand. “Where’s Ray?” she asks again. “Will Ray come to say goodbye to the car with us?” 

I don’t want to show her the picture of Ray doing his cannonball, but I do anyway. 

“I want to swim with Ray.”

“Okay, sweetie,” I tell her. “We can do that soon.” 

What’s stronger, the longing to see my son or the dread of seeing his father? 



Lucky remembers Matt from the roller-chair ride the day Irena moved out. “Will Irena come over today, too?” she wants to know. 

“Irena is far away, looking after her mom and dad,” Matt reminds her. His bright turquoise button-down is decorated with bananas wearing dark sunglasses, and it captivates Lucky. Was that deliberate? 

“Are you going to take our Crayola?” Lucky asks. Her voice is so much like a munchkin. You can almost see Matt’s heart melting at her sweetness. 

He knows what to do. He kneels to Lucky’s level as he speaks. “I am. And I’m going to fix it all up. It’ll be gorgeous.”

“You can fix cars?”

“Nah, but my friends at the garage know how.” 

“And then you’ll bring it back?”

“Matt’s going to own the car now, Lucky,” I say. “We’ll get another car, okay?”

“Another Crayola?” 

“Sure,” I say. 

“But if the Crayola’s gone, Ray will think we’re gone when he comes home.”

I kneel, too. “I’ll tell Ray, so he doesn’t get confused.” 

The tow truck pulls up then, breaking up the conversation. Lucky holds my hand, watching with intensity as the driver hitches up the Crayola, like a fish to a line. Matt signs the papers on the clipboard. 

“Well,” he says, turning to me. “Thanks, Kate.”

“Okay, Matt. Good luck.”

I pick up Lucky then, so we can get back in the house before it’s all too awkward. I want Matt to go, and I want him to stay, to inject our lives with more warmth and energy and compliments. 

We watch through the curtains. Matt climbs into the tow truck. They back out of the driveway, stopping traffic, and then they drive away, dragging my mom’s car behind. The driveway is empty.



But life goes on. Garbage night. Dusk. The time when grey and black converge. 

I’m taking out the smelly bags. A bike rider is coming up Ferndale. As the rider approaches, the shadowed figure turns into Breezy. So, I set the bags down right in the middle of the sidewalk and wait. I see her see me, see her slow the bike. She’s considering riding in the road, but traffic is coming right at her, in the opposite direction. For some reason she has no lights on her bike. Breezy seems into safety, so this is a surprise. I head back towards the house, crouch by the steps because there is no car to hide behind, letting her think I’m gone. When she gets to the garbage she tries to steer around it, and that’s when I run out, right in front of her. She gasps, a quick inhale, and her hand flies to her heart.

So much has happened on that little patch of sidewalk and in this cracked-up stretch of driveway. So why not add one more hostile confrontation? Icing on the rage. 

“Nope,” I say, “can’t go past.”

“What?”

“Not until you say the magic word.”

She keeps trying to manoeuvre her way around me, but the bike is so clunky, and the traffic is whizzing by, right at our elbows almost. 

“Magic word? Are you three years old?”

“No. But my daughter is. You know? She was in the back of the car when you stole it.”

“I did not.”

“Who did? Someone who looks like me and who hates cars idling and knows I do it at eight in the morning. That’s you. And what’s with those wings on your helmet?” 

Her face softens a bit, or maybe she just gets very tired suddenly. “Look,” she says in a flat voice, “the police already cleared me. I was already at work shelving returns when all that happened.” 

“All what?”

“Okay,” Breezy sighs. “This is wearing me out.” 

“Wearing you out?”

“I admit that I read your story—” 

“It’s not my fucking story, okay? It’s a story the papers or whatever wrote about this shitty, shitty—”

“Okay, let’s talk this through. I’d actually love to get this all out and move on from this, okay?”

I at least pretend to calm down. Play along. So she’ll confess. Psychology and all that. 

“Yes, all right. Let’s talk it out. Together. Makes sense.” I look behind me at the dark living room window. Shouldn’t I be in there with Lucky? What if she wakes up and gets scared or somehow has an accident? 

“But you have to admit to your part, too, like scratching my bike. The note. Deal?”

“Sure,” I tell her. I believe myself. I do.

Breezy looks at me, trying to find trust in my face. And I guess she finds it, because she starts to confess. “Okay, sure, so I read the news piece about your car and daughter, and so I may have retweeted it.”

“Huh?”

“Well, it was interesting to me. Like, how the theft of your car and child are really a by-product of climate change.”

“Huh?” 

“If it wasn’t so hot, you wouldn’t have left your car running, right? AC and all?”

“So, you’re @BooksAreSilentFriends. You started the internet shit.”

Breezy pauses. Breathes in through her nose. Out through her mouth. “I may have tweeted out the news story, but my own comments focused on the idling and the climate piece—”

That’s when I break my promise. I turn into a frustrated little three-year-old and just sort of shove her, my palms to her shoulder, and she falls over. Her bike falls over, landing on her. Her calf is bleeding. She covers the wound with her hands, afraid to see the blood. 

It doesn’t feel good at all to see this woman splayed on the sidewalk with her bike pinning her down and her leg cut up. I reach down to help her, but she pushes my hands away. “Sorry,” I say. Again, I offer my hand. She pushes it away. 

A man comes up Ferndale from Wadlington and of course he’s got a box of fancy doughnuts. He slows, scanning the scene. “Holy shit!” he says as he helps Breezy up. He glares at me in a way he thinks is threatening, but it’s not, and he says to her, “You want me to call the police?”

Breezy shakes her head. The man helps her walk her bike down Ferndale and around onto Kimberley. He’s kind of handsome. Dark hair with some grey. Good shoes: red canvas high-tops, same kind I used to wear. I bet they’ll start dating now. Will she thank me for that someday? Silver linings and all that?

“I’m sorry!” I call out. She’s gone. But I call out again, “I’m sorry!” It feels good to yell that so loud, almost like an obscenity. But I am sorry. I wanted it to be Breezy. Breezy was so much easier to single out. One annoying neighbour to hang the blame on. But it’s all so much larger than this one person. Whatever “it” even is.



I have Lucky, she is all mine. So, I am lucky, too. 

And I have $2,000. That helps. Today, we will be millionaires, just for a day. Or, we will be normal for a day, and I guess that means going to the mall to do some shopping. 

We have ten minutes until the cab arrives. Good thing cabs don’t require kids’ car seats, because ours is still in the Crayola. I have a really good reason to text Matt later. 

The cab drops us at the front door of Deep Valley Mall. It’s freezing inside, the cold made stronger by the glass ceiling, the shiny metal floors, and the pools of water and shooting fountains encircled by young people, with their platform sneakers and shorts cut at the thigh, but none of the girls have unshaven legs. They would destroy a nonconformer like Austyn. 

We put on our sweaters. Lucky reaches for my hand. In the other hand she carries our shopping list: her very important job. 

On the list, written in crayon on the back of a colouring page so it’s hard to read: 

“Xtra Easy Darkly Golden Brown/Mascara/Training Underwear/Sunscreen/Markers/Gift”

The gift is for Ray’s birthday on Saturday. We will go, but I don’t know how to get there. Do cabs drive up to cabins? 

The drugstore is not just a drugstore anymore — it carries fresh vegetables, and there’s even sushi trays in the cooler by the drinks. We opt for a shopping cart instead of a basket, Lucky squatting inside like you’re not supposed to let kids do. We roam the aisles, filling the space around Lucky with soap, detergent, toothpaste, sunscreen, toilet paper.

We get to the checkout, Lucky further buried in boxes of paper products, packs of juice, granola bars, cheese crackers, fruit gummies. I pay in cash, confusing the cashier who calls for a manager to help her calculate the change, and then borrow the cart from the drugstore, using it to push our plastic bags of stuff as we poke around in stores, looking for the perfect gift for Ray. We don’t find a perfect gift for Ray. But we do buy him a pair of Blue Jays pyjamas. Lucky picks them out, though I try to talk her out of them — he’s too old for pyjamas — but Lucky kicks up a fuss when I try to put them back, so I cave. I hate public tantrums. We cab home.

My wad of cash has shrunk down over the course of today. It’s back in the envelope Matt gave me, tucked in the cupboard now, where the shelf paper is sticky with honey. 

Lucky is happy, swinging her feet under her little red chair and singing to herself again as we eat our pizza on the porch, trying to get used to the bald driveway, but that’s hard to do.

“Mama,” Lucky says, biting the tip off her slice, the pointy arrow of the triangle, “where’s Ray?”

It’s been a day since she’s asked this. The tomato sauce on her cheeks and nose is orange. I am happy to put down the salty, doughy pizza and lift my daughter onto my lap. I give her a squeeze. “Ray is with his daddy right now. He’s going to come back to us soon.”

I remind her about the birthday party invitation on Saturday. Of course, she’s excited to see Ray, to swim with her brother in that crystal lake water she’s seen in the pictures Nick keeps sending.

“We can give him the pyjamas?”

“We can.” 

My phone dings. It’s Matt. Hey Kate! You forgot your car seat. Can I run it over for you? Have a great night!

Happy and light. Matt’s coming back. 

The Crayola is still getting fixed up, so Matt arrives in a rideshare. I watch him through the crack in the curtains.

Lucky’s asleep on the sofa bed, splayed like a starfish, the hair along her forehead and ears gluey with sweat. I grab two beers and slip out onto the porch. Matt’s back is to me. His neck is overgrown with hair and there’s more still, coming up from his back and sprouting out the top of his T-shirt. The car seat is smeared with chocolate, splotched with yogurt drink, and any and all creases are deeply caked with the bright crumbs of highly-processed crackers. 

Matt turns and smiles. His quick eyes crinkle and crackle, bright with life. 

“Thanks for bringing the seat. I appreciate it.”

“No problem.” He holds out a crisp sandwich bag filled with food storage lids, wind-up toys, rocks and sticks collected on our hikes. All of it salvaged from under the car seat when the mechanic pulled it out. 

“Incredible,” I say. “I guess I should have cleaned out the car more than I did.” 

“Naw. A messy car is the sign of a good mom.” 

I pass him a beer, though he didn’t ask for one. I assume he will stay. I want him to stay. Beer gets guys to stay. 

He smiles and takes the beer. “You read my mind.”

We cheers. We smile. We drink from our bottles with our half-closed eyes, shy, because opening your mouth and putting a bottle to your lips is so vulnerable. 

The talk is small. And I keep turning the questions back to him. Turns out his stepfather, the man his mom married after Matt’s dad took off, was older than his mom and very conservative. “Growing up with him as a stepfather was hell.” He politely asks how much Irena has told me.

“Not much. Just that you were having a hard time, and she wished she could do more.”

“That’s nice of her,” Matt said. “Because she did do plenty, not easy to go against your brother like she did. You know she co-signed my first-ever lease? So that I could move the hell out of there?” 

“Sounds like Irena,” I say, though she kept that family part of herself secret. Maybe embarrassed to have such a brother. And we are all entitled to have our secrets. 

Then Matt changes topic. “Hey, Kate,” he says. “Will you play something for me?”

“Yes,” I say. I get that feeling. It’s warm, rises up like a bubble, holding us together. 

I go inside for my guitar, for beer, and I take a quick pee, sneaking a peek in the bathroom mirror. My hair is fuzzy with humidity and my face holds so much sunlight the skin is crinkling like old tinfoil. 

I set myself up on a lawn chair. Matt stays where he is, on the top step, his back against the baby gate. “It’s not my good guitar.” I stop short of apologizing for the state of my warped old Newporter and do all the very heartfelt numbers, the heartbreakers that are not sweet or sticky, just sad because life is sad. The ill-fitting neighbours come out onto their porch for a cigarette, kind of heckling me with their loud, hacking coughs, but I keep playing, and they go back inside. 

Matt closes his eyes, leans back. The people walking past my house who are not on phones or otherwise plugged in turn their heads, and a man with a dog and a pizza box even stops to listen for as long as his dog, straining at its leash, will let him. “Keep on rocking in the burning world!” he shouts as he continues past. 

When I get through six songs, my fresh ones, my best ones, Matt says, “You sound like a girl, your voice, a girl playing alone in her basement rec room, but a girl who smokes cigarettes out the window, too.” 

“Thanks,” I say. “You mean I’m sounding rusty.” 

“Not at all. The songs sound ready, that’s all.” Matt takes a final pull on his beer. “Are you a professional, Kate? Irena didn’t say. But I’m sure you must be.” 

I want to tell Matt, I do. But I also know I don’t have to. He’ll figure it out as soon as he leaves and whips out his phone, revs up a search engine. “I think I hear Lucky,” I say, standing up. I don’t hear Lucky. 

“Sure.” Matt smiles, pulls out his phone. “Can I text you again? Like, as a friend?”

“Yes,” I say, and I allow it when my brain tells my face to smile. 

I stay out on the porch for a while after Matt leaves, working on one more song about how cream doesn’t always rise to the top. What asshole said that about cream? Sometimes it gets sour before it gets the chance.


Soured cream, but I still dream, 

as I sing me and my babies to sleep.

Yes, me and my babies, we sleep.



It must be ten at night, eleven. The light is grey, no moon, no stars, just murk caught in the stretch of streetlights on Ferndale and the glow of the highway bridge beyond. It’s about thirty degrees now, close to bearable. People are still passing by with dripping cones of ice cream. Girls in those short-shorts. Boys in tank tops, peach fuzz and pimpled shoulders. Couples with dogs and always one of them carrying a green bag of dog shit.

My neck is sore from playing, but I’ve worked out all the chord progressions for my song. I wanted to add some fret buzz right at the end, to suggest a baby snoring, but maybe that’s too corny. The second fret on this old guitar is dented anyway, along with everything else, so the buzz is hard to avoid. After all these years, this guitar is wearing down, rubbed raw, a stone polished into a final crush of dust. And then I get a chill. I don’t want to call my mom like this, scared and alone and middle-aged, but I need to talk, to hear it will be okay. My phone is warm from being in my pocket.

It’s late, but she answers. Her voice is the same. Or is it? Do I hear her words falter and shake? 

“Mom?”

“Kate? Katie? It that you, baby girl?”

“It’s me.”

“What’s wrong? You okay?”

The humid air is thick as I gulp it. “I’m okay, Mom. Something happened, Mom.” 

And then I tell her. It doesn’t take as long as I think it will. It’s a simple story, really, told in about ten sentences, but I don’t say the car’s been sold, and at the end of my story about the car getting stolen with Lucky inside and Ray gone and me with not much left to live on and really missing my Seagull guitar and how the thought of it being there at Cherish with Ms. Nicole to maybe mistreat it just burns me.

“Don’t fret, Katie.”

Fret. What a weird word. How can it mean “to worry” and also space out the notes on a guitar neck? Some throughline between art and anxiety? “Then what do I do?”

“Well, you need to go back to that daycare and get your guitar. Do that, you do that, and you’ll feel better, I promise.”

“I’ll do it, Mom.” 

When I go inside, I check that the spare Cherish key is on the windowsill. I zip it away in a pocket in my purse.



I haven’t seen Breezy ride by since a couple of nights ago in front of my house and I’m sure she’s gone. Did the handsome man in the red sneakers help pack up her yoga mats and move away from here, from me? How scared Hermes must be to sleep in the rough, alone, a girl, and I hope Jolly Roger is both cuddly and vicious. 

“Where’s Ray?” Lucky asks from the couch, right on cue. “Are we going to his birthday party today?” 

“No, Lucky,” I say. “In four more sleeps.” I count the days out on my fingers, but only after I look at my phone to see what day it is. “Tuesday sleep, Wednesday sleep, Thursday sleep, Friday sleep, then we go to the party.”

“Okay,” says Lucky, her eyes on the TV.

I keep waiting for her bad dreams, night terrors, tantrums, but there’s nothing. 

That’s when the power goes out. Snap. The fan shuts off, the cable box and DVD player under the TV cut to black. Lucky and I tour the apartment. All the digital numbers that would normally be pulsing on the appliances — the stove, the microwave, the coffee maker — have been sucked up and away in one clean sweep. 

She’s scared and holds my hand. “It’s okay, sweetie, just a little blip.”

“Will Paul come fix it?”

Without the fan blowing air around, the apartment quickly starts to smell like old fruit and my running shoes, and the fridge is quiet, its sides no longer vibrating. I leave its doors closed, sealing the cold air inside. Precious stuff.

My phone dings. It’s Matt. Hey, is your power off, too??? 

Hey. Yeah, it’s out here.

Let me know if you need anything, okay?

That idea of Matt thinking about me is stunning. I allow myself to allow him to be a friend to me. It’s been ages.

We walk down to the library, try our luck there. There is a neat, handwritten sign on the door: Power outage, temp closed. But the lights are on, so we step into the frigid air. 

Lucky nestles in an armchair, flipping through a board book. 

The librarians here are kind, women mostly my age, and once, before hitting forty-five or fifty were likely cool, danced in smoky bars in their tight flared jeans and baby-doll tees. We are going to be fine, Lucky and I; really, we are. All I need to do is check back with Ontario Tire to see if their shipment of air conditioners has finally arrived. My name is down for the back order, number 150 in line. 

I use the free library Wi-Fi to check in with @air-conditioned-nightmare. She’s shared a video about heat stress and mental health on a video-sharing Soc platform. I follow it, then take a risk and search up (as Austyn and Ray say), “Batshit Mom.” Click on the top link in the platform’s search results. My phone is so old I can plug my earphones into the bottom to listen. The young person I know now to call a creator is going to give us their take on the video Nick’s lawyer posted. Their hands go from pulling on ears to nervously adjusting a toque, to pointing at the freeze-frame from “Batshit Crazy Mom” on display in the top left of the frame. “Hi everyone, I’ve got an MA in psychology and in journalism, so I know something about reading humans and reading humans reading, and critiquing other humans. So, there has been a lot of discussion of the ‘batshit mom’ video, and I want to add my point of view. First of all, let’s reframe our thinking here. Maybe everyone is hating on this woman for smashing her car because the car, for our culture, is sacred, representing a way of life and a collective car-centric identity. The woman, the mom, is experiencing a metal health episode, likely induced by heat stress, so let’s see this as a warning about how climate change negatively impacts the health of the human brain. Also, maybe her actions should spark a revolution, inspiring all of us inheriting an uninhabitable planet to destroy property associated with capital and big oil, smash cars en masse as a way to stand up for the survival of our species . . . ever seen that movie about blowing up pipelines?”

I scroll through the comments section this creator received for reading my video-of-shame in this surprising way. I don’t agree that this reading reflects what really happened in my driveway that day, but their take on it, and the comments chiming in to support and build the argument, shave the edge off the loneliness and shame that are vying to define me. 

Several moms with strollers trudge out of the Activities Room. Is one of them Jess from West Glen who roasted me on Fakebook? The moms are followed by a woman in a ladybug costume — black bodysuit, stiff red shell of felt with dots stuck on — and a small electronic keyboard under her arm. 

The ladybug pads over to the circulation desk in her stockinged feet, chats with the librarians, two women with grey hair cut into blunt bobs and knitted cardigans with tissues tucked up the cuff. The ladybug returns a key — attached to a giant wooden spoon — and then heads out the main door, in her costume, the antennae on her headband bobbing. Through the window, I watch her open her small hatchback, set her keyboard in the back seat, and get in herself, with the antennae catching on the roof as she ducks inside. 

When Lucky wakes up from a nap in a big leather armchair, she hangs out in the kids’ area. She’s the only kid here, so gets the blocks and trains all to herself. I take a deep breath, grab my purse, and head over to the circulation desk. 

“Hi,” I say. I make sure to smile, digging deep. “So, I’m a musician and have a ton of experience playing for children. How can I set up a gig?”

“Oh, marvellous,” says the librarian in the blue cardigan. “Do you have a business card?” 

“Or I could just play for you, right?”

She looks at the other librarian who is scanning books. This one is wearing a hand-knit cardigan. The narrow horizontal stripes are pink and orange. It’s a beautiful sweater. I would wear it instead of my grey hoodie with popsicle drips any day. She writes down a name on scrap paper — a discarded check-out receipt — and hands it over. “Give Molly a call, at the main branch. She usually interviews the entertainers or artists we bring in.”

The paper is smooth and warm in my hand. “Thanks.” MOLLY is written in all caps, screaming caps, followed by her number and extension. 

“Good luck!” they both say in unison, glad to see me go.

If this Molly asks me for my name and looks me up online, I’m fucked again. But I think of my mom — Go get your guitar back, Katie — and I believe I have to try, at least I can try. 

Nick texts me as I watch Lucky playing. Another picture of Ray. Now they’re fishing on some kind of motorboat. A table on board is a mess of drink cans, fruit rinds, and chip bags, including Ray’s favourite pizza-flavoured tortillas. And there’s a cup shaped like a pineapple with a pair of turquoise sunglasses folded up beside it. A woman is on the boat with my son. Ray is smiling, holding out a speckled lake trout he must have caught himself, showing off for the camera and the woman. Is the woman taking the picture? His puffy life preserver is bright yellow, too big, bringing out the baby of his face. 

I delete the picture. And then I want it back again. But I don’t know how to do that.



Heat blasts us in the face. There is no other word to describe stepping out of a beautifully air-conditioned building like the library and getting hit with that wall of humidity and heat. Blast. 

Lucky turns her face away, so do I, both of us wincing. “I don’t want to go home, Mama,” Lucky says looking up at me. “It’s too hot everywhere.” I bend down, picking up my daughter and holding her close and tight, but even that is too much, too hot, so I set her down again. 

“Okay.” I take out my phone. I call a cab. 

The driver drops us in the Rotten Ronnie’s parking lot. The one on Blue Heron Road. It’s suppertime and busy with families.

Lucky raises her arms and leans into me so that I will pick her up. She clings to me like a koala, her legs wrapped tightly around my waist. “Are we going to Cherish?” she whispers, recognizing this Rotten Ronnie’s as the one where we sometimes stopped for fries on the way home.

We find a two-seater by a window, Lucky on my lap. We eat her kids’ meal; I slurp my coffee. We stay until six thirty.

The prize in Lucky’s kids’ meal is a blue bear with oversized, sparkling eyes, perfectly sized to be squeezed inside her small fist.

“I have a surprise, Lucky.” Lucky gets up on my back, piggybacking, and I put the backpack on my front, purse slung over my chest. It’s a load. 

Blue Heron Road is a busy six-laner lined with gas stations, strip malls, fast food. After walking two big blocks, we turn down Tulip Place. I’m drenched by then. Wilted. 

Cherish Childcare Centre is in a low building, ranch-style, and set well back from the road. It will have been closed for over an hour by now, the aftercare kids clearing out by five thirty. 

Lucky keeps sliding down my back, so I keep stopping, hopping, bouncing her back up so her legs are again firmly around my waist. Her little arms are choking me a bit. I can’t believe this is my life now. This is my life. 

What if my guitar isn’t even there? But I keep picturing it stashed in Ms. Nicole’s office, like a trophy, or a trap, because she knows how much I want it back.

The street is quiet, yet there are a lot of cars parked on both sides, so anyone could be watching us, of course they could. 

I walk tall, as if we belong here, down the side lane, along the fence of the play yard, and into the back. The parking lot is empty, and the staff door, at the top of three concrete steps, is still as blank as it ever was. 

I kneel so Lucky slides off my back, then I hold a finger to my lips. “Let’s be fast and quiet, like mice. Okay? In and out.”

“Okay,” Lucky says, gazing over at the play yard. The plastic kitchen was her favourite. I would watch through the window as she pretended to run a bakery, serving sand cupcakes to her friends. Twigs for candles and pea-stone sprinkles. 

Lucky takes my hand. She must feel in her heart that this is weird somehow, being here in this empty place with everyone gone, just us. Weird. Wrong. What’s Mama up to?

The key is zipped away in my purse. I dig it out, and it works. Click goes the lock as it turns. The heavy door pushes open. We step inside. Wait in the doorway a minute. My heart is beating hard, and I can already anticipate the feel of a sharp, angry tap on the shoulder. 

The door closes behind us, quietly, because I am slowing the swing of it with my palm. All the lights are out, rows of caged fluorescents, but it’s bright inside, a bit orange, from the lowering sun coming in the windows. The air conditioning has been off for less than an hour, and already it’s getting stuffy, but it’s still about ten degrees cooler than outside. There it is: that sweet smell of a day’s worth of dirty diapers, lingering in the thickening air. 

Lucky’s hand squeezes mine as we walk the quiet hall, decorated with children’s sponge paintings in bright primary-coloured acrylics, empty coat hooks, about waist-high, topped with wooden shelves where each child has a basket stuffed with sunscreen, spare shorts, a raincoat. A laminated card with a child’s name is stuck to each basket. 

When we near Lucky’s old classroom, I scoop her up, hold her tight, and walk quickly past going “wheee” so she won’t look for her hook, her shelf, her basket, her name, and not find them. 

Ms. Nicole’s door won’t budge. She always locks it. I have seen her do it many times. Why? Could there be cash inside? The $1,000 she owes me, for example? 

The staff room door is open. Where would she keep the petty cash she always dipped into around Christmas-party time? Lucky lies down on the big leather sofa no one ever sits on, bum in the air, eyes half-closed. The light is dimming into a greyish sheen. We need to get back home. 

A quick glance: there is no guitar in this cramped little room that smells of coffee. My shelf in the cupboard, where it had said “Kate” on a piece of peeling masking tape, has been cleared out. A new piece of tape, fresh and still sticky, says “Greta” in red marker. 

I carry my pooped-out Lucky down to my old room, the toddler room, past the low hooks and benches, the baskets, the window that is also a mirror with the four plastic bucket chairs perfectly aligned in front. 

The clock above the diapering station says it’s after seven. The sluggish air from outside is creeping in, like a sleeping potion in a comic book. I’m too stressed to be sleepy.

I lay Lucky down on one of the cots set out for the nappers: Orion’s cot, the one with the dinosaur pillow and silk sheets. The small blue bear from Rotten Ronnie’s has not left her grip this whole time.

Lucky’s eyes follow me as I search for my guitar. She’s quiet, accepting the weirdness of the situation. But my guitar is not in here, either. I look in all the cupboards that could possibly hold such a big thing, but it’s not there, and I don’t know how I could be so dumb as to imagine it would be set out, a visible reminder of me. Kate.

I catch my reflection in the two-way mirror, startling myself enough that I shudder. So, I keep my eyes down, because I don’t want to see myself, how far I have sunk.

“Almost time to go home, sweetie,” I say.

Lucky’s on her side, burrowing. But she gets up suddenly and walks to the window, turns on the window unit, the AC. It’s an old one like ours was so she knows which button to press. She walks back to the cot; in a few seconds she’s asleep.

I leave her in the toddler room, walk the long hall, trying the utility closet by the front doors, the storage closet where Mr. Klaus keeps the plastic Christmas tree and lights, grab some chocolates from the staff room, and nick a diet soda, which I think belongs to Serge. There is no petty cash in the supply cupboards or any of the other drawers I open. 

And there is no Seagull guitar in Cherish, either. 

The toddler room is murky now, with rose light coming through the tops of the windows, above the curtains. There’s not much to look at outside. The parking lot. A few trees and a picnic table where the staff can take breaks. The dumpster for Cherish and neighbouring businesses is back there. It gets emptied once a month.

The soda is cold on my throat, and the hair on my arms rises to greet the cool breeze coming from the AC. 

My eyes stay on the dumpster because my guitar is in the dumpster. I feel this rather than know this: my Seagull is in there, trashed just there, on the other side of the parking lot.

I shut off the AC. When I lift Lucky from the cot, she’s a dead weight, flattened by her need to sleep. I’ve got my daughter sort of flopped over my shoulder, the backpack, my purse hanging off me, too.

The air outside is as hot and thick as it ever was. An entity unto itself, the heat. 

Across the parking lot, I lay Lucky down in the grass by the picnic table, the backpack beside her, but I keep my purse on. In case I fall into the dumpster and can’t get out, I can call for help. Then I drag the picnic table over, I have to, there’s no other way to get up there and lift the heavy lid. 

It’s dark in the dumpster, of course, and steamy. There’s a filing cabinet inside, flattened banker’s boxes, a fake-wood coffee table. All corporate stuff. I take a breath and look over at Lucky, unmoving, and then I dive inside. My coffee mugs, smashed when they hit the metal bottom, crack further under my feet. And one of my old sweatshirts that had been hanging on the back of the staffroom door is balled up among the refuse. 

My guitar is under a stack of plastic buckets, big industrial ones that plaster or grease might come in. The case’s handle is smooth in my palm. As I pull both me and my Seagull out of that small hell of the dumpster, I slip in something wet, banging my arm. I know this is stupid. I know. But I manage. I lower the guitar to the picnic table, then myself, then drag the table back to the grass where Lucky is still sleeping. 

The cab arrives in ten minutes. We are home in fifteen. I pay in cash, from my wad. The power in our part of the city has come back on. With the fan trained on Lucky asleep on the sofa bed, I get my beer, my guitar, my book of songs, and I find my chair on the porch. Inside the case, the guitar is the same. The strings have not been cut, and the neck has not been broken. God, it feels good. My mom was right. These strings, they sing, beginning new things.



Lucky’s trotting a woolly mammoth along the edge of the coffee table, and she’s found the small blue bear from yesterday’s adventure. “Were we at Cherish, Mama?” she asks. 

Should I tell her no, it was just a dream? What if she tells Gail? Where is Gail? She’s sort of dropped out, so I leave her alone. No news is good news? 

Matt texts me, saving me from dealing with Lucky’s question. The car’s still getting road worthy. I would love to show you the work so far.

My heart sort of sinks. Happy for him; very, very, very sad for me. 

He asks if beach and ice cream sound okay. And can I bring my guitar? 

“Lucky!” I call out. “We’re going for ice cream!” 



Lucky pulls a mermaid outfit from her dress-up box. The frilly straps slip off her shoulders as she drags the ragged fish tail behind her, sometimes tripping over it in her flimsy sandals. And I guess I dress up, too, unearthing a loose sundress of faded scarlet cotton, saved from yesteryear in the back of my meagre wardrobe and, finally, I get to my hair, colouring the whole shebang Xtra Easy Darkly Golden Brown. I pin my slippery hair into a loose bun on the top of my head. A few wisps escape, framing my face. The effect is not half bad. This is a good dress rehearsal for Ray’s party on Saturday. 

“You look like a queen, Mama,” Lucky says, kneeling on the coffee table she’s pulled over to the windows. She’s perched on the tabletop, resting her elbows on the sill as she waits for Matt. Ray used to do the same, waiting for Nick, when Nick used to come, usually late, or sometimes he’d call and cancel. “Something big’s come up, buddy,” he’d huff, usually with the din of a bar or truck stop rising in the background. “I’ll make it up to you, okay?” “Okay, Daddy,” Ray would say, his eyes locked on mine, looking up into my face, searching it for an answer. He was, like, three or four when this was happening. 

The Crayola pulls into the driveway, right on time, returned to the patch where it used to live, when it was ours. The car is not entirely intact, though. The hood and roof are still warped and dented, and the driver and passenger windows are just gone. But there are new headlights, the front bumper is new, and the windshield has been replaced. 

I half expect my mom to get out when the driver’s door swings open. “Hey!” Matt has not dressed up. Had I really expected him to be wearing some celebratory suit? “You both look very fresh,” he says, carefully choosing the word he applies to me, a woman a generation older than he is. 

As Lucky blinks at the bashed car Matt says, “I know it’s a work in progress. My friends at the garage are working some magic, but it does take time.”

He leaves the car running, AC on, as I wrangle Lucky’s car seat into the back, installing it mostly correctly, though I can never pull the straps tight enough. Our family history, told in crumbs and sand and road salt, has now mostly been erased from the car’s interior. 

“I guess I thought it would be instantly repaired,” I say, buckling myself into the passenger seat. The car sounds safe enough, so I start to relax. 

“Sadly not,” Matt says, leaning into the passenger door. “What’s your favourite ice cream, Lucky?” 

“Chocolate sprinkles and vanilla.” This was Ray’s favourite combination.

We drive. There are no windows, but Matt’s rigged up some speakers by the overhead light, and he pulls over by a curb to scroll through music on his phone, finally settling on the Beatles. “Blackbird.”

“This okay?” he asks. 

“It’s great.” But it’s also boring. I played this song for Cherish kids a million times, and I don’t tell him I can’t stand the Beatles, that’s how protective I feel about Yoko Ono. 

“Are you a Yoko Ono fan?” Matt asks, reading my mind, apparently, when “Blackbird” is over. 

“Sure,” I say, the hair on my neck standing up because the question is getting so close to the heart, my heart of things. Is he going to put on Ono’s “Toyboat” next?

He doesn’t, just says, “Me, too!” and sets up his player so it chooses random country and western songs as we drive, old-fashioned stuff like Gene Autry. That’s fine. I don’t want to talk about music anymore. I want to turn off my brain because I’m in the passenger seat. I can’t remember the last time someone else drove, made the decisions, concentrated on signage, traffic, turning the wheel, applying pressure to the brakes, the gas, flicking the signals on and off, on and off. On and off. I fight to keep my eyes open.

Matt pulls into a parking spot on a residential street in one of the older beach neighbourhoods. On the other side of the crooked street, heavy with oaks, is a squat brick bungalow painted sea foam, with light rose for the trim, picnic tables, umbrellas, striped awnings. Cream of Dreams.

“She must have been really tired,” Matt says looking up in the rear-view mirror, “Lucky’s out cold.” 

Lucky’s head has slumped to the side, drool escaping from the corner of her mouth. 

“A scoop of whatever looks good,” I say when Matt asks me to place my order. “Surprise me.” 

There’s a lineup at the ice-cream shop. It’s one of those places, lots of beards and tattoos and those very cool-looking children; boys like Orion with manes of curls, and little girls in toddler-size Doc Martens. 

Matt comes back with two cones of grass-coloured ice cream that’s definitely not mint. “Matcha,” he says, passing me one. “The most applicable word is scrummy.” 

And, actually, it is. Delicate, refreshing, a bit nutty, and unlike anything I have ever eaten before. The waffle cone is bright pink. “Naturally coloured using sumac berries,” he says. 

We drive as we eat. I lean back, let Matt do the work.

“So, what do you think about apology videos? Like, posted apologies, you know?” 

Matt glances over. “What’s the context?”

“Like if you did something really stupid that went public, is that the best way to fix it?” 

“Sure, maybe, if you’re a politician or a celebrity.”

“I hear regular people can do them, too.”

Matt takes us along the quiet, winding streets of this neighbourhood, Flower Pot Beach. I can picture us living here, me and Lucky, Ray, in one of these small bungalows. No flattened drink cans and bottles on your front dirt patch, no road rage at the end of your driveway, no neighbours in orange vests sneering at your business. 

“I suppose so,” Matt says biting into his cone. “But I think maybe social-media influencers do that, or did, and they purport to represent regular people, but they really aren’t like us at all. Or, they are like us, but with redeeming qualities well hidden behind the lace curtains of filters.” 

“Right.” I wipe my mouth and comment on the ice cream. “That was really good, unusual but good. Thanks.” 

“I’m so glad.” He pauses. “Maybe you can tell a friend about it, what you want to apologize for. Maybe that’s enough, just get it off your chest.”

What a perfect expression, “getting something off your chest,” because that’s how it feels, like something heavy is crushing you right in your vital organs.

“I don’t think you have anything to apologize for, Kate, like nothing at all.” If Matt weren’t driving, he would be looking me straight in the eye, instead of glancing over when it’s safe, because he is a very careful driver: full brakes at stop signs and even slowing at green lights if they are just about to go yellow. 

“You know, don’t you,” I say rather than ask, gesturing with my hand to mean the car.

“Yes, I know.” 

“How much?”

“How much is there?”

“A lot.”

“I know this car was stolen, and I’m so sorry that happened to you and your kids. And for the harassment.” 

“Thanks.” There’s suddenly a gush of wind in my ears, sweeping in, carrying Matt’s words. He knows. He’s known. But he’s still with me, beside me, just bought me ice cream.

“And I know you were hovering on becoming a total rock star those years before.”

I’m relieved. Matt can see the Kat in me. What’s that called, an “eclipse of the sun,” when the earth and sun line up? That’s what this is, Kat and Kate fusing into the same thing, the same person, and that’s me. Or is the more precise expression “failure to launch?”

I need to change the topic now. “Hey, are you handy with building and stuff? Like could you figure out how to build a fence?”

Matt smiles at the randomness of the question. “Sure. I could get you materials, a good set of hands.”

“Oh, yeah, whose hands?”

“My boyfriend’s.” 

I try not to miss a beat, for a beat would show that I’m surprised and disappointed and therefore obtuse, deluded, dumb. And very old. “Well, that’s good news, because I need to build a fence for my kids, and for me.” 

“What fence, Mama?” Lucky’s up. Her cheeks are rosy, and her shoulder is wet with drool. 

“Hey,” I say, turning around to pat her round little summertime knee, creased with scabs and scars. “Let’s get you some ice cream.”



Lucky tells Matt that we’re going to Ray’s birthday party on Saturday, at a cabin by a lake, somewhere far away. 

“Nice!” Matt says. 

“Are you coming, too?” Lucky wants to know.

“Thanks, no, that’s a nice idea, but if you need wheels, the car will be back from the next round of body work.” 

“Can you drive us?”

“I can’t that day, would super love that, but your mom can.” 

“Sounds good,” is all I can say, because it’s still my car in many ways, like in the spirit ways.

It’s our first time at Flower Pot Beach. You can only go into the water up to your knees because it’s a river, a very wide one, with churning, frothy rapids, and not all that clean. The E. coli levels can get up there. You need to look at the sign in the parking lot: today the big arrow is pointing to yellow.

We stake a spot beneath an old weeping willow, dragging a picnic table over, and have a beautiful makeshift time, mushing sand between our toes and eating salty fries from a paper box soaked in oil and ketchup. Matt holds Lucky’s hand as he leads her along the water’s edge, Lucky picking up stones and handing them up to Matt for him to put in his pocket. 

I watch them a while, then pick up my guitar and go through my songbook. So, I’m playing, kind of in public, but my head is down, because that’s my style, sort of folded over my guitar, my voice coming out clear and strong though, and when I do look up a small crowd has gathered to listen. Some people are sitting down on their towels or collapsible beach chairs, kids and adults, a few long and lanky teens sitting on their skateboards. I play a few more songs, and when I stop, people clap, reaching into their purses for change. 

A middle-aged guy in a straw hat and yellow shirt says, “Hey, where’s your bucket or whatever?”

“Don’t have one. I’m just playing.” 

He shrugs, tucks his loonies back into the pocket of his jean shorts. The man lingers a bit. “Good stuff, you sound familiar, like I heard you before.”

“Probably you did,” I say, “but it would have been a long time ago.” 

I want the money the man tucked in his pocket. I deserve it, I earned it, whatever. So I flip open my guitar case. Push it over towards him. He finds the change, tosses it in.

“Thanks,” I say, and I begin again to sing. After another song, my case is decorated with a smattering of coins. It feels good and bad to start out again, way down from below. 



Matt high-fives Lucky and me before he drives home in the bashed-up car. He will be back Saturday, leaving us with the Corolla to drive up to see Ray. My stomach knots. I want to pull in at the cabin in a shiny car, showcasing how together my shit is, but that won’t be the scene I’m in.

The electricity cuts out, so we stay on the porch looking at pictures of Ray. Nick has started inserting himself into the pictures now, too, selfies: father and son, in baseball hats and up to their chins in life preservers, crowding into the frame. Too tanned, too happy. Another one sent today was taken from a distance. Ray is jumping into a lake from way up on a rock face, maybe thirty feet high. Who took the picture? Not Nick because he is up on the top of the rock cheering. The woman, the stepwoman, with the pineapple cup.

“Will Ray come home with us after his party?” Lucky asks. 

“I hope so, Lucky, but I can’t say. It’s up to him. He’s going to be thirteen.” I can hear Nick’s voice: Daddy. It’s Daddy. I was thirteen when my dad died; Ray is thirteen when his dad comes back to life. I stopped checking my email, afraid of more scary letters from Nick’s lawyer or from Child Welfare. For now, I let myself ignore it. 

“Maybe if you promise to give him a treat, then he’ll come.” 

A fence would be a treat. Privacy, protection. Something simple, out of wood, six feet high. Maybe Matt can help me take the empties back to the beer store, too. 

We sit watching the traffic. The old couple across the street has finally taken down the scraggly hanging baskets. I think about @air-conditioned-nightmare, wonder if the old couple has AC? Or do they rely on some of the vintage ways to stay cool she mentioned in a post, like hanging wet sheets in front of windows to catch and cool a breeze? 

The sky gets dark, blackens within minutes. A wind comes, whipping garbage up Ferndale: plastic bags, cigarette butts, one or two doughnut boxes. Thunder bowls through, so loud it shakes the concrete of the porch beneath us. Anyone out walking starts to speed up, trying not to look up at the truth that is churning in that purply sky. Lucky and I run inside, and I open all the windows, letting that wind blow through our place, so stuffy and congested with days of humidity and heat. But we go back out again. Lucky covers her ears against cracking thunder. 

Somewhere nearby there will be a tornado, and I think about Ray and how we are sharing this storm somehow, for Nick’s cabin is only two hours from here. 

Rain, finally. Lucky and I hold hands as we stand in the driveway, letting those hard drops soak us through. The rain is warm, and it hurts, for the rain is an assault. We look down, protecting our faces, until it stops; the tap’s been snapped dry. 

That’s it. Lucky’s mermaid costume practically falling off her little body, so weighed down and sodden with water. I look shipwrecked, old and shipwrecked, my hair stuck to my face, tears of mascara and eyeshadow must be sliding down my cheeks.

“Mama, that was fun!” 

The thunder pulls away, giving up some grumbles as it retreats, rolling off into the north, and that’s where Ray is. 

In the dark bathroom we strip down and towel off, pulling on cool clean cotton things, soft old sundresses I find in bottom drawers. The sun goes down, shadows get short and thick, and then the power comes on again. I snug up with Lucky on the sofa bed, the fan rippling the cotton of sheets and dresses.



I wake up on Friday already full of tomorrow. Tomorrow is Ray’s birthday; he will turn thirteen. Just the sound of that, thirteen. Of course, he can decide to not live with his mom anymore. 

Austyn shows up with her video camera, tripod slung over her shoulder. This young woman knows how to speak the language of images, digital footprints, Socs. And I am illiterate, and my powerlessness is visible in the sweat rolling down my temples. 

“Your hair looks fantastic, Kate” is the first thing she says. Of course she thinks this. There is no grey in it, no age, no signal of wisdom or a life lived. Then: “Or should I say Kat?” 

My heart does not sink. I’m glad she knows. “Well. It was a long time ago.” 

“Someone on FB connected all your dots. You are a woman of mystery. Or, you were, Kat.”

“Kate,” I say. “And no mystery. Just moving on with my life.” 

Austyn shakes her head, smiling. “A real celebrity.”

“Are you mocking me?”

“No,” Austyn’s eyes soften. “It just adds more complexity to your apology vid.” 

“Well . . .” I say. “Austyn, about the video . . .” I feel like I’m going to break up with my babysitter over this one. A window seems to open, a song flies into my head: 


Struggle to say it,

I already know.

How this is going,

Not going to go.



I grab my notebook. Austyn gives me space, thinking I’m consulting my apology script, but, really, I’m writing down the lyrics to this breakup song before I forget. 

“How about some cue cards?” Austyn suggests. 

I pour Lucky another bowl of cereal and keep the TV on. I also grab my Seagull, working out the chord progressions for this new song, Austyn humming along as she sets up in the kitchen, where the light from the window behind the sink is sure to illuminate my bags and wrinkles. 

I used to be almost used to being recorded. It happened enough. My voice was recorded, the sounds of my guitar, and I let people photograph me at shows and for promotion. We even shot a video for “Diving Board” when it got big, with plenty of shots of Danny, the presence of the rest of the Toy Boats being more of a formality. My candy-apple-red sunglasses obscured my face, while Marty and Nick wore snorkelling masks. So silly to think about now. As usual, Danny’s hair hung in her face. The director suggested she wear a bikini. Danny said no. We all said no. 

I’m too busy writing down this new song to tell Austyn the truth. So I let her set up the tripod, adjust her focus and settings. “Kate. Whenever you are ready.” 

“Okay,” I say as I put my guitar back in the case, turn to face the camera. 

Austyn’s finger locates record. She watches me in her viewfinder.

The thing runs for a few seconds, and I say nothing. My feet planted, my hands clasped behind my back. 

Austyn frowns at me over the camera. Then she turns it off. “What’s up?” 

“Austyn—”

“Come on, Kate, I promise this will be tasteful and critical.” 

“Listen,” I say. I clear my throat. All of this terrifies me.

“What the fuck?” Austyn snaps. 

“I’m not sorry,” I say. “I’m just not. Critical or tasteful or not.” 

“I thought we had a deal. I need this video to complete my assignment. Now, at the last minute, you’re bailing?” 

“Sorry.”

“I’ve been working for you for, like five dollars a day. I think you owe me.” Lucky appears in the doorway, trying to figure out this big-people business. Austyn glances over at Lucky. “You messed up your music career. I am helping you rectify all that — on top of the batshit stuff.” 

I shake my head “no” in a slow mechanical rhythm. “Sorry, Austyn. But it’s no one’s business anyway.”

“Fine.” Austyn flicks the viewfinder closed, jams the camera back into the bag. “I guess I’ll fail my class.”

“Not if you think up something else to do. You’re smart. Make a video apologizing for how you didn’t make a video—”

She ignores me, snaps up the tripod. “I was sad to read about how you treated your sister. I downloaded all her French stuff, by the way. And it’s excellent.”

“Bye, Austyn,” I bark at her. Austyn leaves the door open behind her, heat from Ferndale rolling in. 

“Where’d Austyn go?” Lucky asks. She wraps herself around my legs, hugging tight. 

“She’s gone home, honey.”

“Who is your sister?”

“Oh, just a sister. Danette, Danny. There’s a picture of her at Grandma’s. Remember?”

“When’s Ray’s birthday?”

“Tomorrow, baby.”

“Is Matt coming, too? Where’s Matt right now?”

“Working, likely.”

“Can we see Hermes and Jolly? You promised.”

“I did? No, I didn’t.”

The day looms ahead of us, and no run today, not without Austyn. 

“Mall, library, Rotten Ronnie’s, or all three?” 

“I want to play with someone, Mama,” Lucky says. “How come I don’t have friends?”

My heart goes inside out. I remind her that we have Matt, though he’s not the kind of friend she means. “Well, Lucky, you’re going to be in kindergarten in a few months. New friends and new teachers. You’ll love it even more than Cherish.”

I haven’t registered her for kindergarten yet, half hoping the spots will fill up and I won’t have a choice but to keep her home with me until next year. 

“Will Ms. Allison be at kindergarten?”

“No,” I say, and then to change the topic I remind her that tomorrow is the party. 

I thought she would be joyful, but she looks scared, her mouth a round little zero. I’m scared, too, but of course I can’t say this to her. “We’re going to be fine.” 

When I say this to my child — we’re going to be fine — it actually sounds true and I believe it, just for the moment that it hovers in the air, before it falls flat and burns out. 



Matt drops off the car at 8 a.m. The body is still in rough shape, but now the windows have been replaced. Slowly, the car will be remade. The gas tank is full, and Matt thought to prepare a thermos of dark coffee, juice packs for Lucky, and picked up one of those brown cardboard boxes from the fancy doughnut shop that was playing “Sticking to Pills.” 

“Have you tried these yet?” he whispers so Lucky can’t hear. “I thought Lucky would really like the one with the breakfast cereal crushed on top.” 

The doughnuts are beautiful, actually, and tempting, but I hide them under the passenger seat before Lucky sees them. 

Nick texts me a picture of Ray tucking into a stack of pancakes. The whipped cream piled on top is clustered with birthday candles that I assume total thirteen. In the background, a young body, a girl, in a bikini top and jean shorts. Her head’s cut off, but I get to know her taut midriff all too well as I enlarge the photo. For some reason the skin is mottled with bruising.

At least Ray is being indulged on his birthday. I don’t know what I would have done for a party if he was here. But this is my day as much as Ray’s. I gave him life. I got him here, to this day, all on my own.



It’s a two-hour drive to the turnoff at Highway 154. It’s been ages since Lucky’s been out of the city, so I’ve decided to go up to visit my mom next week. Why not? A few more days busking at Flower Pot Beach, and we’ll have enough to rent a car, no problem. 

I think about getting a gig for myself, like at a bar or club. I think about it. I think about calling myself “Ms. Kate.” No band this time, though I could always adapt old material, add it to the new. A fresh start, like that eclipse of Kat and Kate, a fusion into something different. 

My heart is pounding as we turn down the gravel sideroad Nick indicated as his. Rough going, the battered car feels old and vulnerable as I grip the steering wheel. We wind on, deeper into the country, dense trees on one side, lake on the other. I’m sweating out coffee and feel sour inside. Ray, my teenaged son, is at the end of this road, and he will be the judge of me. The road keeps going. No sign of any cottages or cabins. Nick’s place is remote. I was right to pack my Seagull.

Finally, some turnoffs and dwellings appear through the trees. There’s a trail down to the water, freshly cut with tire tracks, and I know it’s probably private, but I pull over and ease the car down to a plateau leading to a small beach, and, yes, there’s a sign, handwritten in all caps: PRIVATE BEACH. The air that comes through my open car window is ten degrees cooler than at home.

The metal of the car is hot against the backs of my calves as I lean there and play, the same melody for the song that I voicemailed myself when Lucky was stolen. But I’m changing the words, had to work in the word fret, the way it’s been rolling around in my head lately.


Lost in traffic

Fast and slow

Shelter in place

Pace, fret 

Rubbed raw

Fingers strum 

bone—



A woman walks out from a ragged trail that cuts back into the trees. She’s leathered from so many summers here. She’s got to be my mom’s age, in her eighties, but she’s healthy and agile, her skin is thick and hangs from her like a robe, shifting as she moves. Her bathing suit is plainly cut and stylish. 

“This is a private beach,” she says, lowering her sunglasses. I used to like her, before she spoke to me like that.

“Okay,” I say, putting my guitar away. 

“Who are you looking for?”

“Um, Nick.” I sort of choke on his name, so rarely do I say it out loud. 

“Ah, yes, he’s up here with his boy. So nice for them.” 

“Right.”

“It’s his birthday, the boy’s, there’s a game roast later.” 

“Game?” 

“Nick’s quite the hunter, you know.”

“Right.”

“Well, see you there.”

I wait for the woman to disappear back down the trail before I put my Seagull back in the trunk and drive the car up the road. 



Lucky’s awake by the time we turn into the egress for lot #46758. Our tires crunch stones and dirt as we wind our way into the densifying bush. The cabin becomes visible. All logs, all peeling a dull-green paint. The front porch is obscured by a clothesline drooping with wet bathing suits and beach towels. Life preservers in bright yellow are strewn along the porch rails. Beach balls, tennis rackets, running shoes are thrown around the patchy grass. A manly mess. I park beside a rusty pickup, wheels caked with dirt. The reflective vests and camo gear bunched up in a pile on the open tailgate, reminding me of my ill-fitting neighbour. The familiar turquoise-green portable toilet glaring through some birch trees is like one you’d see on a construction site or at a music festival. And there are solar panels set up all over, ad hoc, in the grass, on the cabin roof, even on top of the portable toilet. 

Back by a small secondary structure, a pile of kindling has been stacked by a massive firepit, around which hunters or cowboys might sit. Of all these toys back here, the sports equipment, the firepit, even the pickup with its all-terrain wheels, roof-rack for boats and bikes and animal kill, splattered in mud and bugs, it’s the skateboarding ramp that truly dominates. Half-pipe. That’s what this thing is called: homemade-looking, hammered-together plywood that’s been bent into a U-shape, about four feet high and seven feet wide, the wood shiny and smooth with the wear and tear of wheels riding up and slamming down again. And it’s stickered, of course, with labels of shoe companies, skateboarding being so rebellious and commercial at the same time.

My hands are shaking as I unbuckle Lucky’s seatbelt. Nick has pulled Ray into some men’s-rights retreat. I swallow the nerves and anger sloshing around inside me. 

“Kat. Welcome.” Nick’s voice shapes my old name into this blunt hack of a sound.

I pull Lucky out of the car, her legs and arms wrapped around me, head on my shoulder. 

“This is Lucky.” I can barely look at him, so I press my face into Lucky’s hair. 

He assumes a kind of lisp when he speaks to her. “Welcome, Lucky, there’s a birthday boy anxious to see you.” He sounds kind. He is not kind. And to me: “Thanks for being here. It’s very mature of you.”

“You didn’t give me a choice.” Lucky shifts around as the tone in my voice turns angry. “Did you?” I nod at the pickup and its mess of hunting gear. 

Nick holds up both hands, surrendering. “Let’s put the personal attacks aside, please, Kat. For today.” Then he swats away a deerfly, or some nasty thing. 

“Sure thing,” I say. “And it’s Kate. My name is Kate.” 

“I see you got your car patched up,” Nick says, turning, heading to his cabin. “Come,” he calls, over his shoulder.



That cabin smell. Old wood, smoke, bug repellent mixed in. We leave our sandals by a giant pile of flip-flops, water shoes, runners, rubber boots, and those skateboarding shoes kids still wear, pass through a dank, lopsided kitchen stuffed with food: boxes, cans and bottles, bread and pastries piled on any available surface, cupboards so full of bags of chips and packs of pasta the doors won’t close. There are stainless-steel bowls of scrubbed potatoes that I guess will be roasted with Nick’s game. After Nick lectures us about how his cabin is off-grid, the water collected in rain barrels, and the appliances run on propane, he tells me we’ll go out on the boat before the guests arrive. He opens the drawer of the crockery cabinet, showing off about a million batteries of all sizes and shapes. “If you need a battery, just ask.” 

“What about a cake?” I ask. “A birthday cake?”

“Ray!” Nick calls out, ignoring my question. “Where are you, bud?” Then he tries, “Your mother is here, and—” He pauses. As if he’s forgotten. 

“Lucky,” I say. 

“Lucky!” he calls out. “Such a cute name.”

My body is stiff. Nick is in red swimming trunks and the same Sisters of Mercy T-shirt he wore way back when. He’s greasy and his goatee is overgrown, his neck burned to cherry. Under his ball cap he is balding, and his dark hair is turning grey. 

It’s Saturday afternoon, so there’s likely a baseball game on. Surely Nick will help Ray tune it in on the radio, and there’s a signal booster on the windowsill, but Ray is just flopped in a lawn chair flicking through a fishing magazine. He is also in swimming trunks and T-shirt, ball cap, too, and Ray is freckled, longer and leaner than before. He looks softened, relaxed, healthier than I have ever seen him. Away from Ferndale, that traffic grinding. And away from me. 

Lucky wriggles out of my arms. Ray looks up the moment her feet hit the floor, his face opening, then his arms, as he takes her in. Ray pulls Lucky onto his lap, cradling her like a baby. They are attached, wrapped, collapsed into each other. 

Nick watches this.

Lucky pulls back a bit, reaches for me, so I step forward, but I’m actually shaking because I may have come all this way only to be rejected again. “Happy Birthday, Ray,” I say, “it’s so good to see you.” Then I ask him for a hug. He nods, so I sit on the edge of the chair, and we bundle up, the three of us. 

There is a change to the air. A silent breaching of the scene. Someone else is on the porch, and that person’s eyes are on us. Lucky and I look up at the same time. It’s the girl with the midriff from the picture, but now she’s here in full form, head and all, and the midriff is shadowed with old bruises in lavender and brown along the left side, and her knees are scraped up like child’s would be. But she’s a teenager, about fifteen.

“Hi,” she says, waving from the hip, her hand held low. 

“This is Simone,” Nick says, drawing this girl into him, his arm around her shoulders, wide and bony under her plaid button-down. She forms her fingers into a peace sign and smiles, punches Nick a bit too hard in the arm when he adds, “She’s my talented and uber-radical daughter.” 

I don’t laugh, but I want to. Instead, I go through my memories of me and Nick, trying to spot any signs that Nick already had a child when we were zippered up together in the Toy Boats. This girl Simone would have been two or three years old, I guess, when Ray came. 

Simone says, “Oh, is that Lucky, Daddy?” 

Daddy. I hate that word. But then I don’t think this scraped-up girl in the plaid lumberjack shirt and long uncombed hair is being serious, right?

The connection falls into place: Simone is Ray’s sister, a half-sister, and the thought of that makes me sick, because it will be so hard explaining that to Lucky one day, maybe one day soon, and saying, But you are Ray’s full sister, even if you have different dads, because you grew up with Ray, you are not a half. Fuck biology. Fuck paternity. 

I keep it together as I hug my children close, awkwardly, my body twisted on the lawn chair, my hip getting numb. Nick and his daughter Simone watch us. 

Lucky untangles herself first, jumps up, yanking Ray by the hand. “Swimming,” she says to him only. “Go swimming, like in the pictures.” 

“What pictures, Lucky?” Ray doesn’t know Nick’s been texting me shots of him, Ray; the kidnapper’s evidence that the abducted child is still alive.

“Better than that,” Nick interrupts, reaching for the vape case clipped to his belt. “Let’s go check on the fire.” Nick doesn’t wait for an answer. He turns, expecting the kids will follow him, and they do: Simone, Ray, Lucky. I stay on the porch, deep diving for the guts I need to get through this, my son’s birthday. 



“He says you caught snakes together, in some creek,” Nick shouts at me, over the boat’s engine and the wind whipping in our ears.

We are on Nick’s boat, Legend emblazoned on the side. I’m quiet and shell-shocked from seeing the backdrops in the pictures he sent me come to life: life preservers, fishing gear, chip bags on the table. Turquoise sunglasses, those are Simone’s. Though none of this is very fancy, Nick is more comfortable than I thought. A boat like this must cost as much as a pretty good car. 

“Snake Walk,” Lucky calls out over the rumble. “Mama catches us snakes, turtles, finds eyes of coyotes.” Everyone on the boat smiles at the seriousness of her tone, the way she uses her fingers to itemize the names of animals we’ve seen. “Blue herons. Bunny rabbits . . .” She has not left Ray alone since we arrived, even waiting outside the portable toilet for him. I don’t know how we are going to leave later, because Ray won’t be coming with us. Why would he? I don’t even have a car anymore. No job. And still no air conditioner. 

We five life-jacketed people form a very awkward and even fragile family unit: me, Nick, Ray, Simone, and Lucky. It is a forced configuration, all of it hinging on Nick, the small man with the vape and the big belly, worn rock T-shirt, ball cap covering his aging scalp, and who is driving us out into the middle of a lake so we can “chill,” as he calls it. 

We drop anchor for a while, so we can swim, though no one does. I locate the ketchup chips Lucky and I brought as part of our cabin contribution: a cardboard box filled with chips and cookies from the drugstore, plus a few cans of flavoured soda water. I regret it now, but I also added Matt’s fancy doughnuts to the box.

Simone goes in for the chips, holding them on her lap so her hair, coming loose from a ponytail, dips into the cellophane bag along with her fingers. Her bikini is semi-modest, as far as bikinis go, and shows off the road map of her skateboarding injuries: skinned elbows, right shoulder bright black with a badge of fresh bruising, a pink scar in the shape of a smile on her right shin. Then there are the scraped knees and lavender bruising on her stomach. Are these injuries the sign of a bad skateboarder, or a great one? She circles the boat, offering the chips around. “Ketchup’s one of my faves,” she says, licking her fingers, which have gone red with that salty powder. “What’s your flavour, old man?” she asks Nick, again playing around with versions of “Dad,” which seems a long-standing joke between them. 

Ray does not call Nick “Dad” or anything at all. 

But Ray doesn’t call me anything today, either, though I was always “Mama” to him. Since our embrace on the porch, he has sort of retreated, avoiding my eyes, my proximity. Sticking to Lucky as much as she does to him. 

Simone is cheerful and chatty and keeps things on an even keel. She is playing hostess, drawing Lucky and me into the chatter and the chips, and shows off a confidence with herself and her scrapes and scars and bruises. “Did you ever skateboard, Kat?” she asks, lifting up her sunglasses. Her cheeks are pink with sun and her nose blotched with freckles. She’s never not moving around the boat or talking about skateboarding, or something she calls “dirt-boarding.” 

“Kate,” I correct her, loosening my too-tight lifejacket. “And no, girls didn’t go in for it much in those days.” I don’t tell her that I did give skateboarding a try but gave it up in favour of guitar. Something else girls didn’t take up as much back then, either. 

“We’re trying to get Ray to give skating a shot. Couldn’t you see him riding a board? Got the ramp up here, good to start with that.”

Ray’s at the stern, his back to us, kneeling next to Lucky as he teaches her to cast off, arms looped around her and his hands cupping hers, which barely wrap around the fishing rod’s reel. I can’t see Ray attempting Simone’s half-pipe. But I don’t say this. Ray is the outcast here. Like I said, he was born an old man, with worry lines already creased into his forehead. “Actually, Ray’s an excellent ball player,” I say in a firm voice. “He’d be daft to risk an arm injury doing something like that.”

Simone slips around the boat tying ropes, dropping anchors, adjusting life preservers, and locating fishing gear, and Nick even lets her drive the boat. I try not to ask too many questions, but I’m polite to Simone. My body is rigid with politeness. 



The roast starts at five, so we head back to the cabin, Simone hopping out onto the dock where she guides the boat in for a gentle landing, then secures it front and back with anchors and rope. She is athletic and defiant in her bikini, wearing her body’s violent skateboarding history with pride. 

Nick and Simone walk in front, up the path towards the cabin, arm in arm like old ladies in skateboarding shoes. Ray and Lucky follow Nick and Simone, holding hands, and I walk behind the two happy couples, somehow carrying most of the gear and picnic baskets, because sometimes — often — a mom is really just a pack mule. 

We are surrounded by fresh water, looming pines, and lacy deciduous trees that release the gift of cleanest air. All this is inviting me to let go and relax, let my body and brain give in, close my eyes against the sun so the breeze can kiss my eyelids. But I cannot do this. I’m on high alert as I play along with everything. I do it for Ray’s sake, and for Lucky’s. I will not give Ray another bad memory as a birthday gift. 

We take a shortcut by the road to reach the cabin, and that’s when I notice a FOR SALE sign sticking out among some young pines. Something is happening, or why would Nick be selling up? To pay for the fancy lawyer, likely. 

Nick’s dirt driveway has filled with trucks and cars. His guests have arrived. Nick forgets about the rest of us, striding off to join his buddies. The pickups belong to locals from the lake; a few pals from Toronto drive the EVs and a cargo van that looks a lot like the one the Toy Boats took on tour. Everyone has a lumberjack look, so there is a lot of facial hair gathering behind Nick’s cabin, where Nick and the fellas are pulling wooden benches and a few picnic tables into a circle around the smoking firepit. What if Nick has invited people from the old days? Music friends that openly sided with Danny, or just didn’t ever call me again? 

I hide out with the kids on the porch. Simone shifts through a shelf of dusty jigsaw puzzles, knocking over a box of old batteries, certain there’s a Pinocchio one for Lucky. Nick comes in looking for Ray. “Let’s go look after the meat,” Nick says. He puts his arm around Ray’s shoulder, but it’s awkward, with Ray not liking to be touched very much and being a foot taller than his father now. I’m sure he’s grown three or four inches in the past few weeks. 

Simone pulls on her plaid shirt and slumps down on a sagging couch I recognize from Nick’s apartment twenty years ago, dissolving into a big fat mystery novel. I tell Simone that Lucky needs a nap, though she really doesn’t, having slept so much on the drive to the cabin. “Maybe I’ll just take her for a quick drive so she can doze off.” 

“Oh, no, Kate,” Simone says, putting down her book and sort of leaping up from the couch, “Didn’t my father figure find you a bed?” 

“No,” I say, “we’re not staying here tonight.” I don’t add what’s going through my mind: because we weren’t invited. 

Simone frowns. “Aw, too bad. I’m making crêpes for breakfast.” She pronounces the word correctly, the French way. Her mom might be French: the name, the defiant beauty, the crêpes. I am trying not to stare at her, my son’s half-sister, related to Ray but not to me. Nick did this with full intention: not warning me about Simone. She was mostly concealed from all the pictures he sent of Ray, but if I go back over them, I’m sure the clues will come popping, mocking me for getting all this so wrong. 

Simone takes Lucky’s hand and leads us through the kitchen and into Nick’s lair. The ceiling is low, and the air is thick with must and the smell of dirty laundry. Nick has covered the walls, every inch, with rock posters from all the apartments he’s ever lived in. And many posters are for the Toy Boats’ European tour, one of which features the four of us superimposed over an empty swimming pool, that’s how closely aligned we were with “Diving Board.” Nick’s old acoustic leans up in the corner against an armchair. His jamming spot. 

Simone lifts Lucky onto the double bed that dominates the room. The sheets are rumpled, and the quilt is balled up on the floor among the discarded chip bags and beer bottles. The table beside the bed is piled high with yellowy paperbacks, several hairbrushes and scrunchies, strands of pale hair still attached. I’m sure that little drawer in the table is full of condoms and half-empty bottles of lube, and more batteries; old, burned-out, just like Nick. The smell of roasting meat drifts in the open windows. 

“Hey,” Simone says to Lucky, crouching down the way kids like so you are on their level, “do you like skateboarding?”

Lucky nods. 

“Great. Later on, I’ll show you some tricks.” Simone gives us a sample, with a backflip followed by a handstand, walking across the room and over to the bed on her hands, her toes (which almost reach the low ceiling) pointed hard to show off her bruised and broken toenails. Before she leaves, Simone lifts her right leg straight up so it’s parallel to the wall. “Ballet school, then circus school, gave it all up for my skateboard, though,” she sighs, bored with herself, her gifts, and obvious talents.

Lucky and me sit on the bed spectating. Lucky slaps her hands against her cheeks, her eyes bugging out. I wish I could do this, too, but it would be so sarcastic, and I don’t want it to be because I’m starting to like Simone, so I empathize with her, for she is in a relationship with Nick. Simone is his daughter, sure, but it’s a relationship. A tight, tangled one, like I was in once, and am still, I suppose, because here I am. Back in Nick’s bed. 



My theory is that Nick hated me more than he loved Ray, and that’s why he jerked him around so much. He would visit Ray as a baby, a toddler, but it was never consistent, and he gave me little bits of money when he could. After the Toy Boats broke up, Nick tried a solo career but could never regain that momentum we’d had as a band. And I was the reason the band imploded, so I left him alone to be angry and broke. 

Nick maybe thought Ray wouldn’t miss him if he pulled away just a bit at a time. But I think it made it worse. I never knew what to tell Ray about his dad. He would ask, especially when he was younger, like aged four, five, six — Where’s Daddy; When’s Daddy coming — and then he stopped asking me, but I guess the questions must have gone on burning. He caught on to baseball when we moved away from Toronto, and I went for it, signing him up for camps and teams and driving him to games, practices, playdates with his baseball buddies. There were lots of men around for him at those baseball diamonds, coaches of course and a few of the baseball dads would try to father Ray in some way, donating hand-me-down baseball equipment or taking him to a batting range for extra practice. 

I kind of wish he was into D&D or skateboarding, something I can understand better than baseball, but he’s got a straight edge to him, I guess because my edges are so warped, and so his dreams were pretty standard “boy” stuff, like playing MLB. 

There’s a creaking sound outside the door. Ray’s been watching us as we recline on the greasy bed, reading the library books in Lucky’s backpack, hiding out from Nick and his buddies.

“Hey,” I call, happy to see him, but he’s already around the corner, his bare feet thumping away. Lucky and I follow Ray out to the porch.

“Hey,” I say again, “come draw with us.”

We sit down at the card table: Ray next to Lucky, across from me. He rummages through our box of colouring supplies — an old shortbread cookie tin — pulling out broken nubs of crayons, dried-out markers, pencils with the ends chewed down. There are also bits of erasers, a few buttons, a headless soldier. Outside, Nick is joking around with his buddies in the guise of giving them orders: turn the spit this way, make sure the fridge in the shed is stocked with beer, need more kindling for the fire. Someone named Nora is supposed to be bringing the cake. 

“How’re the Jays doing, Ray?”

“Don’t know, Mama,” he says without looking up from his doodling. Then: “We saw a game, a real one, in Toronto.” 

“Oh, nice!” I say, my heart sinking because I did not get to share this with him. Why didn’t Nick send a picture of that very special experience for our son? “Did they win?”

“No, lost in the eleventh. But Bright was pitching, and we were sitting behind first base.” 

“Very cool.”

“He’s shorter than I thought he’d be. And he lost his temper and yelled at some man in the crowd who didn’t have a shirt on and was jeering at him.” 

“That happens,” I say, pulling a stubby crayon out of the box. “Your heroes sometimes are not larger than life after all.” 

“Did this happen to you, Mama?” Ray asks, looking up at me for the first time since we arrived.

“Sure, so once I met Neil Young when we were on tour, and he was just crabby and boring, so I steered clear of him because I didn’t want my dreams of him to be broken.”

“Who’s Neil Young?” Lucky asks, kneeling on her chair and really leaning into her crayon. 

Ray and I start singing “Heart of Gold” at the same moment, perfectly timed. Lucky must have heard this song hundreds of times in her life, in utero and beyond. 

“Neil Young? Cool!” Simone appears in the doorway, drinking a smoothie from the cup shaped like a pineapple and with a matching pineapple straw. “Daddy-O is always regaling us with tales of his salad days.” She’s braided her long hair and wound each rope into a big ball; the pair are pinned up high on either side of her head, like Carrie Fisher’s Princess Leia hairstyle in the first movie. Simone’s got a tattoo behind her right ear, tucked into the hairline. Is it a flower? Something delicate inked into that very tender place, making it painful to look at. Lucky’s eyes are saucers of wonder taking in this older girl. I don’t know what Lucky covets more, Simone’s hairdo or her pineapple cup. 

“So, Papa Smurf says it’s time to get on with dinner,” Simone says with some impatience. She’d rather be skating. 

We toss our crayons into the box and head outside. Lucky holds Ray’s hand and says she would like noodles with ketchup for dinner. 

“Oh, no, Lucky,” says Simone, “we’re feasting on Bambi tonight.” 



It’s venison. Nick hunted it down this past winter, bled it and quartered it, with some of the bearded buddies gathered around the firepit. One of the buddies froze the meat for a special occasion. Along with the spitted haunches, there’s also sunfish and a few perch, fried up in a skillet over Nick’s firepit; these are fish that Ray himself caught and cleaned, under the tutelage of his dad. But it’s really the hunks of venison turning on a spit that are the star of the show. The potatoes we saw earlier have been wrapped in tinfoil and buried in the hot coals. There’s a stack of paper plates and a grubby bin of plastic cutlery on a picnic table, along with rolls of paper towels and red plastic cups. Salt, pepper, hot sauces, and a slab of butter for seasoning. It’s not a birthday party for Ray; more like an initiation into blandly conventional masculinity. Stupidly, I was hoping one or two of Ray’s baseball friends would be here with their parents or a coach. At least. Or a few balloons.

Ray and Lucky huddle together at a picnic table, away from the adults crowding around the cooking zone, so I find my way over to the shed functioning as the open bar. The fridge is old, like vintage 1950s, propane-guzzling, with a big chrome handle you have to pull down to get the thing open, and inside it’s filthy with crumbs and drips, but well stocked with beer, soda, and hard liquor. Because I will be driving home, I go for a cola poured into a plastic cup with plenty of ice, but I also slip two cold beers into my purse, covering them up with my wallet and phone, then weave through the milling buddies towards the car and shift the beers onto the floor of the front passenger seat. 

I also sneak a look at my phone. Matt texted. Hey Kate! How’s the party? My friend Louis is a superb drummer and plays stand-up bass. He wants to jam. Are you in?

I love the spare sound of nothing but a drum kit and an acoustic guitar, nothing electric or amplified, nothing at all plugged in. 

Lucky’s caught me by the car reading my phone. She’s pulling on my hand, stressed and upset because where’s Ray’s birthday present? We find it on the floor in the back seat; she’d dropped it when she fell asleep. The ribbon is slipping off and the tinfoil wrapping is hot to the touch. Lucky adds it to the pile, a stack of newspaper-wrapped boxes, from Nick’s buddies. 

Nick is moving around, offering beers and bug spray, sucking on his vape, encouraging his buddies to fill a paper plate. I think about Hermes and Jolly sleeping rough because they have to, making this off-grid cabin seem more fraudulent than ever. 

I don’t recognize any of the guests, so I wonder if Nick’s lost touch with the music scene as much as I have. We’ve both aged out of an industry obsessed with youth and beauty, and, it seems now, the singer-songwriter rather than bands. Why is it not about the music itself, the beauty of the art form, the collective energy of the entire band? Maybe because those who work in the industry and consume the music are almost always never musicians themselves. What do they know? 

Lucky won’t touch the meat, though she doesn’t know who Bambi is, and can’t guess venison means deer. Well, the meat is a bit overdone, and Nick added too much garlic to the rub. When we weren’t touring with the Toy Boats, Nick would make pizza with fancy cheese and cured meat for me and Marty and whoever our friends were at the time. The food was good, and Nick always embraced the persona of rock ’n’ roll gourmet. I chew at the tough venison, so it’s not wasted, while Lucky pokes away at the fish and potatoes from the plate we share. “Where’s Ray’s cake?” she keeps asking, looking around. Either that or: “Where’s Simone?” Simone looks a bit like Austyn, or at least superficially, and so fills that gap for Lucky, at least for today: a younger, cooler, more energetic female figure to guide her. 

Nick and his friends clump together by the firepit, preferring to eat standing up, talking loudly about applying for fall hunting licences. Wild turkey are plentiful around here. We sit and watch, spectators to the show. A man and woman appear on foot from down the road with a fluffy dog that should be white but is just grimy from cabin life. Lucky, of course, loses her inhibition and approaches, asking to pet the dog, now straining on its leash, stimulated by the sparking flames, the meat smell, the little girl with her hands outstretched, saying, “Hermes has a dog like your dog,” though she clearly invented this detail. “Hermes said her dog Jolly hunts rabbits in the woods.” Now the dog is barking its head off. The man grabs a venison bone and pulls the dog off, back home, its barks echoing along the lakeshore. 

Ray’s wearing the Blue Jays cap that Lucky put on this morning, and so he looks more like himself now, more like the boy than the man. “The fish is delish, Ray,” I tell him. 

And I say, “I used to go fishing with my dad sometimes. And my sister. Long ago.” The kids look at me with crinkled brows; I almost never talk about my dad, and never ever about Danny.

My cola’s empty, so I make my way to the shed. Simone’s alone inside, her back to me. She’s pouring rum into her pineapple cup, moving quickly, before she’s discovered. The booze glugging out of the bottle is in the amount of several ounces or enough for three really stiff drinks. I actually hide between the half-pipe and shed, waiting for her to finish her cocktail, and then watch as Simone works the lineup for the venison. Some older local with hair in his ears approaches her, kisses her hand before she can pull it away, though she tries. Another man, this one with grey toenails and braids in his beard, squeezes the buns on her head. “Don’t touch my hair, dude,” she says to his face, straight and loud, then escapes with her plate of food, bounds over to Lucky and Ray, setting down her cup.

There are only two other women here besides me. One is the old woman from the private beach, and the other I overheard is named Nora, and who apparently brought a birthday cake from some bakery in Toronto. Nora’s hair matches the strands in the scrunchies by Nick’s bed. She’s younger than Nick, mid-thirties, and appears practical and basic, wearing jeans, tennis shoes, and an oversized white blouse, with something like coffee spilled down the front. For some reason, her plainness brings me relief. 

Then Simone gets up and grabs her skateboard, heads to the halfpipe ramp that Nick must have paid a lot of money to have built up here in the bush. The sound of wheels grinding up and down the wooden ramp is intoxicatingly tactile to the ears. Simone is graceful and athletic, her face taut with focus as she rides her skateboard up one side the ramp, twists in the air, then reconnects with her board, rides the ramp up and down the other side, and keeps up the rhythm for a good twenty minutes, when she finally spins out, falls down the ramp, scraping her knees so her eyes water. No one but me is watching her anymore, not even Nick. Simone dusts off her knees and downs the dregs in her pineapple cup. 



Nick has his buddies convert his back stoop into a stage of sorts, clearing away lifejackets and rods, and finding a high stool in the kitchen.

“Pops does this every summer,” Simone explains, licking venison off her blue-nailed fingers. “It’s like a talent show or something, so people here can try to impress Nick because he’s got them to believe he’s important.” 

“‘Nick?’” Why is it so weird when children call their parents by their first names? 

“Kate, did you see that three-sixty I pulled? Boom!” She snaps her fingers, twice, louder than a snap ought to be, and reaches for her drink, which she sloshes around, finding it empty. “Can I get anyone a top-up?” 

“Cola, please,” I tell her. 

Simone frowns at my order. “You mean rum and cola?”

“No, Simone, I’m driving.” 

The man with the hair in his ears perches on the stool playing an accordion. He’s good, his songs are slow, melancholy, and I wish Matt’s friend who wants to jam played the accordion. If I’m going to really play again, I need it to be different. It’s been thirteen years. Raising two kids on my own has salted my soul. That has to come out in the sound.

Next, two of the city guys who drove up in the van pull out their ukuleles. They play a few originals, which are boring, and then, when they see they’re losing the crowd, slip into “Over the Rainbow.”

The sun is lower now. Mosquitoes hover. A few bats loop and sweep. The beards move closer to the fire or else spray themselves with DEET. 

Nick gets up next. I’m expecting him to pull out his guitar. But he doesn’t. Instead, he says, “Anyone else want to play?” 

The old woman from the beach lifts her beer so high she actually sloshes some of the contents on her head. She calls out: “The gal at the children’s table should play!”

A good long minute unfolds as the party guests, me included, finally realize who she’s talking about.

“Yeah, Kate!” Simone calls out, raising her pineapple cup. “You go, gal!”

My face is burning hot, so is the back of my neck.

“Yeah, Kat, let’s hear it!” This is Nick, his buddies join him, clapping and calling out my name. “Kate! Kate!” Some follow Nick’s lead and call out: “Kat.” Such a blunt sound: kat. 

I get up without agreeing or disagreeing, smooth out my sundress, and walk over to the car. Lucky follows me. My Seagull’s in the trunk, and that’s what I’m going for, because I do want to play. It’s my son’s thirteenth birthday. 

The stool is warm from the men who sat here before me. 

Everyone is watching, their dirty plates scattered on the ground, or else they’re eating still, forking meat into their mouths. Sweet smoke has soaked into all our clothes. My guitar’s tuned and fits my body as well as my children’s bodies fit me. “Hi, I’m Kate, not Kat. My kids are Ray, who turns thirteen today, and Lucky, who will be four in the fall, not so long from now. This one is new.” 

Then I play. Like I said, I know I can play. It is an objective fact that I can play guitar, sing, write good songs.


Heat wave

seeking out 

shade

freeze 

bedtime sheets

too hot to blink, to sleep 

to think, to remember 

to drink 

you tell us: ride a bike 

remember to turn out the lights

and stop having babies

no more room for no more babies

in all this wave

of heat



Lucky dances with Simone, while Nora dances with the old man with the hairy ears. My music holds the night tightly in its grip. Ray looks embarrassed at first, like he, too, is on display. But I notice his shoulders soften and relax, relieved that his mom is good at this, and everyone can see it. It’s approval. Ray’s approval. That’s what I feel. 

I play five songs, and then two encores, and then I take off my guitar and carry it back to the children’s table. 

There’s clapping, the genuine, vigorous kind. Shouts of congratulations. Eyes are on me, caught by surprise, because I’ve been practising and working hard, alone on my porch all these years and hot nights, I have been working at this. But the eyes that burn into me the most are Nick’s. I know the feel of his eyes on me, after all these years, it has not changed. I look back at him. And I just put my strong arms around my stronger children.

“Thanks, Kate,” Nick says over the clapping, getting my name right for the first time maybe ever. “Magical, just magical.” And then, finally, he announces that it’s time for cake.



After Lucky eats a brick of chocolate cake and with butterscotch icing, her face goes red, so she cuddles up with Ray in a hammock and falls into a deep, sugar-drunk sleep.

The sun has set across the lake, all pastels and softness, giving me permission to pick up my guitar, get back in the car, and leave. I sneak off towards the toilet.

“Kate!” In the corner of my eye, Nick’s stocky figure heads my way, on a mission to corner me, so I just skip the toilet, though I need it, doing a big loop around the cabin until I land at the hammock and the safe zone of my kids. 

Both are asleep, arms entwined, Lucky’s head under Ray’s chin in a way that reminds me of seahorses somehow. I lift Lucky from Ray’s arms, cradling her, and I lean over to kiss Ray, his boy face. 

Yes, I want to carry Ray to the car, too, whisk him back to Ferndale, but is this what he wants? To be rescued by his mama in front of his dad and half-sister and buddies who believe everything is okay here, just a boy spending the summer going off-grid with his father, that’s all?

I move quickly, clipping Lucky into her seat, and I say goodbye to no one because Ray is asleep, and Simone is nowhere in sight, and I can’t hear her skateboard, either. But as we’re backing out of the driveway, Ray comes running towards us. I stop the car, open my window, and then, when I see his face, I open my door and step out, the car idling. 

Ray holds onto me, my head against his bony chest.

“You can come home whenever you’re ready,” I whisper into his ear. “I can drive up and get you.” The laughter of drunk bearded men rises up behind us. 

“Okay,” Ray says. “For now, I’m okay.” 

I hug Ray again, hiding the disappointed look I can feel on my face. “That’s just fine. You let me know, and I’ll be here.” 

“I liked your songs, Mom. I really, really liked them.” Ray has never called me “Mom.” He’s passed through now, speeding towards adulthood. Garbage Mom, on my lawn. That could be a song. 

“Thanks. Thank you, that means more than anything.” And then, as Ray is peering in the car window at Lucky sleeping in the back, I say, “I think we’ll go visit Grandma. It’s been so long. She’d love to see your face, and Lucky’s.”

“I’m glad you’re getting our car fixed,” he smiles. “Or kind of fixed.” 

I know I should tell him, um, it’s not our car anymore. Instead, I blow him a kiss, put the car into reverse. 



I need to pee, so I pull over onto the shoulder at the bottom of a steep hill, near a boat launch. The engine’s off, emergency lights flashing. It’s getting dark earlier, murky and charcoal by now, and it’s just after eight. Two cars whoosh by going over the speed limit, gravel pinging and dirt kicking up dust; otherwise, the road is still and quiet so the sound of the lake lapping at the stony beach makes its way up from beyond the trees. My hand finds the door handle, moving fast before another car comes along and Lucky wakes up. 

Then comes the sound, now familiar after a day at Nick’s cabin, the slam and grind of a skateboard. Simone. She’s got a headlamp on, the powerful white light jumping out from the dusky night, as she rides towards me, bending low at the knees as she pushes off with her right foot. 

“Hey, Kate.” 

I hold a finger to my lips and point into the car’s back windows. 

“Oh, she’s sleeping?” Simone leans into Lucky’s window. “Cute.”

“You ride gravel roads at night?” I say in my mom voice. 

“Yeah, dirt-boarding, Kate — rubber wheels, see, to handle the surface — and I wear these crazy lights, see? Rechargeable.” Simone nods her headlamp and turns, showing off a red LED bike light clipped to the back of her shorts. 

“Still,” I say, “all these hills and blind corners, and in the dark? And after all that rum?” Simone shrugs. “Your dad knows about this?”

Simone skips over the question. “Hey, so the Toy Boats, Kate, I love them and your singing tonight? Ooooh, dynamite.” She snaps her fingers five, six times. How does she make a snap sound so loud, more of a crack than a snap? “Hit back at society, way to mix that shit into your songs. Love.” 

“Thanks,” I say, opening my door. The breeze from the lake cools my back. And the loons out there are calling. What other bird sounds so lonely as that? 

“Okay,” she goes on, flipping her skateboard up into her hands, “this car. Is this the car?”

My head nods, mouth is mute. 

“Like, in the ‘Batshit Crazy’ video? Same car? Because I love the way you smashed the shit out of it. Seriously. Love. Love. Love.” 

Does this mean Ray has seen the “Batshit” video, too? Will his buddies rub that into his face when he comes home and returns to the baseball diamond? 

Simone holds out her hand, palm facing towards me. “High-five.” 

And I do it, clap her palm with my palm, my five fingers to hers, high in the summer air. I want to get out of here before I start to really like Simone. “Simone. I can’t let you skate or dirt-board or whatever these roads at night. Okay?”

She frowns. “What? You’re going to call Nick?”

“No. I’m just going to wait here and watch while you go back up to the party. Sit with Ray. Talk to him. Whatever, but he needs someone up there to hang out with him.”

Simone looks up the hill. She’s not even wearing a helmet, no pads on elbows or knees, sort of daring the road and the night to shred her body and bash in her head. “K.” That’s what she says. Then the girl who is now somehow part of my family tosses the board to the road and skates off. When she makes it to the top of the hill she turns and waves. I wave back, her brave face no longer visible in the night.



We’re home by ten. The apartment is black inside and searing hot, the digital clocks on the appliances all flashing 12:00, 12:00, 12:00: there’s been another rolling blackout. And the apples I left on the counter are flourishing with fruit flies, the whole place smelling like cider. I turn on the fan and crouch in front of the open fridge, drinking in the chilly air as the beers I scooped from Nick get cold.

It’s nice to text Matt and say, We’re home. I never check in with anyone about where I am, but it’s his car we borrowed, so that’s a good enough excuse. 

He gets right back to me. Can he come tomorrow afternoon to pick up the Corolla, and do we want to hang out again? 

Of course we want to hang out. Can’t wait. 

My phone dings again. This time it’s Nick. There is no picture of Ray. Just a message. You sound amazing. Let’s find a drummer. Comeback tour. Let me know. 

Did I know this was coming? I think so, I did. And, though I didn’t think it mattered, Nick’s approval fills me with a confidence I haven’t felt since it was just me and Nick and Marty. The real Toy Boats. Those were good years. 

But I don’t reply to Nick. 

I text Matt again: And I’d love to jam with your friend.





Kate

Nick texts me again in the morning: Hey. Remember Tony from the Eyeballs? He’s totally into jamming, let me know. He doesn’t mention Danny and Marty. Because they are so beyond the Toy Boats.

And I do remember Tony. A really innovative drummer known for integrating a lawnmower and other power tools into his kit. We were always friendly. After the Toy Boats ended, I never heard from Tony. He could have called me. Nobody called me. Word on the street was Kat Smith was prone to violent tantrums, her songwriting hit the wall since having a kid, and, too bad, but her unpredictable self-centred personality made it impossible for the Toy Boats to function as a unit. “It’s Smith’s way or she’ll send you down the highway,” one indie zine wrote about the collapse of a great band. Well, all of it was true. Instead of fighting back or making excuses, I went to college and got the certificate I needed to work with daycare kids. Kids don’t judge. Kids believe in magic, in music, in the good in all of us. There was so much freedom in that. 

I don’t text Nick back. It’s ten in the morning, hot, Sunday. 

Matt arrives by rideshare. I get him to help me pull the Halloween ghost from the buckthorn. Our house will look much friendlier for Ray when he comes home. 

“Hey, um, can we take some empties back?” I ask him. “They’ve been piling up, and without a car . . .” 

“Absolutely!” Matt answers. And, to make me feel better about my mountain of empty beer bottles hiding in the weeds he adds, “We just took ours back, too! Went out for nice lunch with the proceeds.” 

The trunk is stuffed with smelly beer bottles that clatter away as we pull out of the driveway and head up Ferndale. We have over an hour until the beer store opens for bottle returns, so we drive down to the Fake Farm, parking in an empty lot by a medical building on Darling Ave. We cross over at the lights. “This is kind of like my sanctuary,” I tell Matt. 

“Cool,” Matt keeps saying. “I drive by here all the time, but don’t think too much about it. Take it for granted, you know?” 

We walk down the main farm road, towards the yellow barns. It’s already hot, blistering with dry wind, all of us in hats and sunglasses and sunscreen, and the grass along the farm roads is singed to brown. The ginkgo leaves are limp, like they are going to melt right of their branches. I feel that Hermes is close. Watching us. She’ll see Lucky, come out from her encampment, confess to stealing the Crayola and upending my life. 

“Any updates on the air conditioner?”

“No,” I say. “I’ll call Ontario Tire later, I guess.”

I also need to put in an application for welfare; call Molly the librarian to see about getting some kind of regular gig playing for kids; call Gail about my case — when is that investigation going to be finished; get my Cherish money; register Lucky for junior kindergarten; figure out how to bring Ray home.

“Plus,” I say, “summer’s almost over.”

“You’ll get a better price on a unit in the fall. If there’s a fall. Feels like fall’s just an extended version of summer. Like the director’s cut.”

“I’m dreading it, though, the fall.” I confess this to Matt because Matt is that kind of person, you just tell him your secret feelings because they will be safe with him, inside those funny, funky, hipster shirts, his heart is tender and gold. “Lucky’s going to go to junior kindergarten in September, that’s just a few weeks away.” 

“Nice!” Matt says, turning around to give Lucky a thumbs-up. “And what are you going to do when she’s gone?”

“Hmm,” I say. “I’m thinking music. That’s all I really know.” I tell Matt about this eclipse I’m experiencing. Kat and Kate merging into one single, solid entity.

Matt says he likes the sound of that. “Like the eclipse of the moon or sun or . . .”

“Wait? Is that what eclipse even means? To merge . . . or is it to blot something out . . . ?” 

“Maybe,” says Matt. “Like, I’m picturing a planet casting a shadow over the moon, so it’s darkened.”

“Like I was eclipsed by Danny. That’s what it means.” 

“It doesn’t have to mean that. Or be that. You know?”

I keep looking around, feeling watched. Life teems here, if you just open your mind and look for it. I’m relieved when we stop at the dry-cow pasture. Lucky jumps out of the wagon and runs over to the fence. “Cows, Mama!” 

“I run here, pass by these dry cows all the time.” I can see Matt’s not sure what a dry cow is. “They’re not lactating right now. They’re going to give birth soon . . .” 

The hot air zings with insects and the high pitch of the heat itself. Being a Sunday, there are no tractors out, or not as many as there are on weekdays, not that I can really tell the difference anymore between a Saturday and a Thursday. 

“It’s so wacky here,” Matt says, looking around. “Like, it feels like we’re out in the country, but these cows are right in the middle of the city. The land must be worth a pile.”

“Sure.” I’m crouching down with Lucky, who pulls thick blades of tall grass out of the earth. She’s sticking the grass through the fence, trying to entice the cows to get up on their hooves and wander over for a nibble. 

“It must be so hot, running here, Kate,” Matt says. “I don’t know how you can stand it.” 

“I actually can’t,” I say. “It’s like a form of self-torture or whatever.”

“Flagellation?” Matt asks, correcting me in his gentle way. “Self-flagellation?”

Footsteps kick up the gravel behind us. Hermes. I imagine a face covered in a bandana, the pirate princess, Jolly off-leash, running us down.

Not Hermes. 

Sister Kate slows her pace as she runs past. “Hi, Kate.”

“Sister Kate!” I wave. I smile. My worlds are coming together here, pinpointed by the dry cows. Sister Kate approaches us. I speak to her like an old friend. “This is my daughter, Lucky, and Matt. Our friend.” 

“Great!” Sister Kate is breathing hard. The circlet of her face is flushed pink. 

Lucky is over like a shot, gazing up at Sister Kate, this woman in her blackest robes, running, flying, a bit of both. Lucky doesn’t know what a nun is, or who or what God is, and I remember being a child, gazing up at big people, silently figuring them out, their large, complicated words and gestures, and how they always forget you’re there, looking up at them, so they say “shit” sometimes and laugh so loud you can see their teeth are silver in the back. 

“Aren’t the cows so nice? But they must be hot.” Sister Kate gazes over the fence. 

Sister Kate stays with us a few minutes, Lucky holding my hand and watching her, with big eyes, round as hula hoops. The nun’s robes smell of damp wool, and there might be a coat of pink-pearl on her fingernails, and there’s no ring. Aren’t they supposed to be married to God? Maybe she’s still just engaged, being so young. At least I think she’s young. Matt is eyeing her, too, but on the sly. Behind his sunglasses I see his eyeballs in the very corner of his sockets, straining for a good view. Then, like a snap of the fingers, Sister Kate breaks our silence and says goodbye. 

“Going to get on with my run.” She turns away, calling out over her shoulder, “See you around, Kate.”

“Why was she dressed like that?” Lucky asks right away, the dust from the nun’s footfalls still lingering in the air. 

“She’s a nun, Lucky.”

“What’s a nun?”

“Is she a nun?” This is Matt. “What’s her name?”

“Um, Sister Kate,” I tell him again. The name jams in my mouth this time, now that I say it out loud. Her name is my name. 

We close in on the farm forest. Matt is looking red and hot. We walk, stop for a juice box under the canopy of trees. Lucky runs through the forest, chasing gems of sunlight and picking forget-me-nots. I tell her to stay on the path. I sing that Coasters song “Poison Ivy,” so she knows why. At the end of this path and into the bushes someone she knows is hiding out in their boiling hot tent. 

Matt says, “I need to tell you something.” This is out of the blue, and sounds forced.

“Of course. What’s up?” I’m thinking, Louis doesn’t want to jam with me after all.

“Kate, she’s not a nun.” Matt says this very slowly, but on the quiet so Lucky will just go on adding to her wildflower bouquet. “She dresses like a nun, like, fraudulently. I see her all over town, jogging, or running, in that absurd outfit.”

“Really?” My eyes sting because my brain has been poked with something hot.

“Yeah, she’s like a well-known character in these parts.”

I shake my head. “And you knew her name and everything?”

“Sister Kate?”

“Yeah.”

“Well,” Matt says, “She calls herself whatever that person she’s talking to is called, like mirroring them. She’s not well.” 

It’s really weird to be fooled. Weird? That’s a terrible word, meaningless. It’s shattering to be fooled. 

“So, she’d call herself Sister Matt if it was you talking to her?” I’m challenging Matt now, and it feels like we’re arguing; for the first time, a rift is opening up.

“I don’t know. Maybe Sister Matilda?” 

“Right.” 

“Sorry, Kate.” 

“It’s fine. Kind of weird, that’s all.” I look away from Matt, nod at Lucky. “Let’s go home.” 

We catch a final flash of the runner’s robes, winging across the farm’s flat horizon. I know this: that woman can run. Strong and streaking, despite the heat, the heavy clothes. The rest of her is just another reminder to not quite believe. Not quite. But also, yes, believe. 

As we wind our way down the forest path, back into the blaze of the farm, I almost don’t see the tent, silent, still, waiting for summer to end. Hermes has been joined by other tents, hard to see, camouflaged in tarps of varying degrees of forest green. Lucky’s head bobs away as Matt pulls her along in the wagon. My child, bubbled in wonder, an open flower of possibility, believes Hermes and Jolly to be mythic superheroes, as she should believe, so I pick up the pace beside Matt, hurrying us all past the encampment that I don’t really want any of us to see, to truly consider. Too close to home in more than one way. Hobos of Crow Row, I hear in my head. And, @air-conditioned-nightmare: 


North Americans are energy hogs, at least let’s be equitable about it. Glass towers pumped full of freezing air v. LTC facilities with no AC for sick and elderly.



After we take the beer bottles back, we stop at the fancy place for takeout iced coffees and Monkey Wrench doughnuts, which are chocolate twists sprinkled with icing sugar. My treat. 

Matt drops us at home, following us to the porch with the car seat. He’s never been inside my apartment, this place I have lived all these years, raising my children.

I can’t keep it inside anymore. “Sister Kate told me to make peace with myself and that should be enough. It doesn’t matter what other people think. I believed her. Like she was a sign of hope in the midst of all this pile of shit.”

Matt touches my elbow. It’s so odd now, to be touched by an adult. I am a stone, or a clenched fist, of work and worry, and worry and work. Now that there is no work, it’s all just worry that bungs me up, keeping me whole, and keeping me hardened. 

Matt says, “No one cares as much as you do about what you did.” He makes rabbit ear quotations with his fingers around “what you did.” “This will pass, Kate. Fuck, we all make mistakes.” Matt leaves, “It’ll be okay, Kate, it will.” And as he struggles to latch the baby gate behind himself, he promises to get onto his boyfriend Ben about building me a fence.

“What you did.” That is what Matt said. What you did. 



Ray was maybe six months old. The Toy Boats (without Kat) had finished the European tour, stayed on in London to hang around and revel in their success, and Danny to further foment the storm of her own adoration. But Nick said nothing about this when he was back in Toronto and came to see his son. He was just focused on Ray. I was just focused on Nick. I liked seeing rock ’n’ roll Nick mashing avocado for Ray’s snack or kneeling at the tub, scooping water over Ray’s soft hair. When Nick started bringing his guitar over, I thought we were back on track. He said that Danny could never replace me, not as a songwriter anyway. That was exactly what I needed to hear, as a musician and a new mom. Nick got me perfectly. So, we jammed, quiet, folky stuff. Singing Ray to sleep. 

Then Danny and Marty came over, too, sheepish-looking, gifting Ray board books and a knit rabbit I still have packed up somewhere. My mom made us vegetarian lasagna because Danny had stopped eating meat. Suddenly, the Toy Boats were all sitting around my kitchen table. Normal, except I was nursing a baby, everyone trying not to look.

I said out of nowhere, “Let’s get back to it. I want to play again, together.”

My mom protested. “Katie, you’re not ready.” 

“I’m ready, Mom,” I said, passing her the baby. “I’ve even got a few new songs.”

“So does Danny,” Marty said and he touched Danny’s hand. This swell of anger pulsed behind my eyes, every shade of red. Instead of telling Danny we didn’t need her anymore, I went along with it. “Great,” I said. “Let’s do it.”

Nick found a warehouse space for us to rehearse in, right under a boxing gym, the grunts and thumps and incessantly squeaky ceiling competing with our own brand of noise. But I was struggling to keep up. I should’ve listened to my mom because I was tired from months of waking up with the baby, and my voice just wasn’t going where it should, not hitting those high notes, or low ones, my breathing was tight, seized up with hormones. 

We were rehearsing this song Danny wrote, called something like “A Time of Letting Go.” It was sappy, poppy, a perfectly poised hit. There was even talk of hiring a violinist to carry Danny’s sweet voice. I hated it.

So, I called out for “Sticking to Pills.” Danny tuned her bass, Marty counting her in. I said, “No bass in this song, I thought we agreed to that.” Nick said, “You can’t keep sidelining Danny, Kat. Things have changed.” 

I got mad. Milk started leaking through my T-shirt. Danny saw it and looked away. There was a hand pump in my purse, but I ignored my body and the wet marks that were banishing me from the rest of the band. A boat that could no longer float; I was sinking. 

“I’m part of this band now, Kate,” Danny said. “Geffen met with us in London, like about a record deal.” Marty and Nick looked down. 

“No one told me that. Why didn’t you tell me that?”

Nick finally spoke up. “We said you’d have to be involved, too.”

“I hope so. Because they’re my fucking songs. All of them. And that label is too big. We’re staying independent.”

“Well,” Nick said, looking at me now, “the Geffen lawyer said they are our songs, actually. They are Toy Boat songs.”

The air in the warehouse turned freezing cold and all got very still. Even the boxing upstairs inexplicably stopped. I found my purse, my pump, headed for the bathroom, out in the hall by the service elevator. I needed to pump, but the bathroom was locked, a single stall we shared with the other tenants on that floor. The bathroom on other end of the building was used for smoke breaks and was bitter with stale nicotine, but my front was warm and wet. The zipper on my sweatshirt had stuck, so I pulled the sides together with one hand, clutched my purse with the pump in the other. I had to walk by our rehearsal space on the way to the smokers’ bathroom. Danny was holding my Stratocaster in her hands, lifting it up and ducking her head like she was going to put it on and play it. Nick and Marty were standing there dumbly, just chatting, no big deal. Then Danny did put on my guitar. Stood tall and straight. Caught her own reflection in a dirty panel of window overlooking the loading dock. Smiled at the look of herself. Or so I saw it, as I read the scene. 


What are big sisters made of? 

What are big sisters made of? 

Anger and ire and everything dire 

That’s what big sisters are made of



Danny startled when I charged up behind her. I grabbed her by the wrist. Shook her arm. “This is not the direction we’re going. You are not the direction we’re going.”

“What direction is that?” Marty asked on behalf of Danny, speaking for her. 	

“The way of a pretty face. That’s all Danny is, to music people, that’s it.”

“Awesome, Kate,” Danny said, blowing her hair out of her eyes. “Thanks for your vote of confidence.” 

“The Toy Boats are not going to be some cheesy rock band. I won’t let that happen.” 

“Fine,” Danny said. Then she slid out of the guitar strap, freeing herself from my beautiful red Stratocaster. Danny held the guitar out for me to take, but as I reached for my instrument, she tricked me and released it, let it fall to the ground. The crash gave off a blunt, ugly reverb as my guitar was still plugged in to the amp. I could smell the breast milk soaking my shirt. Sweet milk, fatty, a bit yellow in the light. If I was leaking, Ray must have been at home hungry, crying. My mom would grab a pouch of pumped milk from the fridge. Pop it in a mug of warm water, block out his cries for two minutes while it acclimatized. The leaking milk made me warm. And so did my madness, the anger and ire and everything dire. 

I grabbed the guitar by the neck and jabbed Danny in the face with the butt end of the headstock, not once but twice, getting her in the nose then cheekbone, like a hockey player might do with the end of their stick. The jabs were hard, swift, and the sound was gross. Danny staggered backwards, hands covering her face. Marty caught her just as she was falling over my amp. Blood gushed. Milk rushed. 

Marty yelled at me. Nick yelled at me. “Fuck off, Kat! Just fuck off!”

I needed to go home and nurse my baby. I needed to go home and tell my mom what happened before Danny called her and spilled her guts. I put my guitar in the case, grabbed a streetcar because there was one right there at the stop outside. My engorged breasts were hard and aching; my coat concealed my wet shirt as I held tight to a pole during the ride home. I ran up the stairs of my building, grabbed Ray out of his crib and started nursing. And I cried. My mom stood beside my rocking chair. She asked what happened. The band was really over. The heartbreak of that came as achy physical grief. 

My mom forgave me for breaking Danny’s nose and cutting her cheek. And that drove Danny further away from her. Danny was already gone from me. Then I worried about Nick and Marty and Danny offering my place to Polly Bell again, and the Toy Boats would go on. But Danny and Marty broke with Nick. They wanted nothing to do with the Toy Boats. Nick took a big pause from seeing Ray. His hate for me was bigger than his love for our son.

And since then when I say “the Toy Boats” or think the Toy Boats, I realize how childish the name is — toy boat — something a kid would play with, and a band with that name was possibly fated to end in such a childish way. As girls, Danny and I fought over toys, progressing from tricycles to a toy record player, to keyboards, to school friends, hitting and kicking until our mom intervened, sometimes with her getting hit and kicked. But as an adult you are supposed to have lost the instinct to hit the person who wrongs you, your mom and school principal and soccer coaches were supposed to have driven that out of you. My mom did not succeed in doing that. It is not my mom’s fault. But, actually, that instinct did go away. For thirteen years, I had had it under control. Until Breezy went cycling past our house. Then it all bubbled up again. 

Does Matt know that? Does my wiki page describe the rage that drove me to pick up my guitar and hit my sister in the softness of her beautiful face? So much had been at stake back then. For a long time, I thought I was more than just a chick in a band. I didn’t want to sing about big issues, feminism, and the rest — I thought my presence in the Toy Boats was feminist enough. It wasn’t enough. Sometimes I think I saved the Toy Boats from being co-opted and exploited, that is, from selling out. Did I save us from that fate? I think I just undermined my career, and Nick’s.

Lucky is awake on the couch, blinking into the air blasting from the fan. “Mama, do all nuns run?” 

“Just the pretend ones,” I say. I cup her chin in my hand. 

“Are we all just pretend?” 

“Yes,” I say, “I suppose that as we get older we get more pretend.”

Lucky gets it. Kids really get it sometimes. 

Lucky and Ray are not close in age, so I didn’t have to deal with them hitting each other. My mom would lock herself in the bathroom and cry, not knowing which sister to console and which to punish. 

I do need to say sorry. Not for the car getting stolen, not for smashing the Crayola or losing my job, not for pushing through with that European tour when I was massively pregnant. Not for all kinds of things. But for hitting Danny and what I did to Breezy. Yes, I do. 



That’s what I’m thinking about when the power cuts out again. The fan that we never shut off goes quiet and still. 

“Are we going to see Ray again, Mama?”

We could go to a mall to stay cool, but Lucky will bug me to buy something, of course she will.

The rec centre near Little Italy has been designated as a cooling centre. The bus we catch up on Wadlington — a different bus route from the bus driver I gave the finger to — is deliciously air-conditioned. And, therefore, it’s stuffed with passengers. We could just ride around all day. Why haven’t we been riding the bus all these hot days? Maybe that’s what Hermes was doing that morning. Then — score — she looked out and saw our Crayola idling. That’s why she didn’t have Jolly with her. No dogs on the bus. 

Lucky loves the bus. A sensory extravaganza for a child of three: constant ding-dings, sliding around on the slippery seats, hanging on tight at every bump and pothole, the smell of someone’s hamburger, the clatter of change falling through the cash box, and all those new, strange faces to study. “Mama, why’s she got a Band-aid on her arm? Mama, how come that girl gets a lollipop?” And every time we pass a dude riding out the heat wave without a shirt, she bangs on the window with one hand, poking me with the other. “Mama, that man is naked!” 

Little Italy seems to be connected to the power grid, at least for now. The rec centre is open. Sandwich board out front says: Welcome. Cooling Centre. I anticipate that it will look like an emergency shelter inside, like you see on the news after a town has been evacuated due to floods, fires, but this is just a recreation centre with more people than usual in the lobby and a folding table where staff hand out bottled water, magazines, and children’s books. It’s quiet, the smell of chlorine makes my eyes water. And it’s icy cool.

I hold Lucky’s hand. We collect our water and a few books that some other child has chewed and ripped, sit on a bench in front of the windows that look onto the swimming pool. It’s open for a lane swim. Almost all the swimmers are elderly women, and I think about the old woman at Nick’s cabin and then what the heck Ray does there all day. How much time can a boy spend fishing? Easy to get lonely. My guts hurt thinking about Ray. How much I miss my child. 

Lucky and I read board books and outdated women’s magazines. Elderly folks pass through the lobby on the way to and from the change rooms. 

“Okay, Mama. Now do ‘applesauce.’” Lucky loves that one, I used to do it with Danny over and again, revelling in the delicious feel of feathery fingertips on our fragile skin.


Applesauce, applesauce

Spiders crawling on your back

Tight squeeze

Cool breeze

Now you’ve got the shiver-ies



It wasn’t always bad with Danny. Lucky keeps saying, “Again! Mama! ‘Applesauce’ again!” Her back is so small, less than two of my hands in width. The morning after her birth, right at dawn, Ray tiptoed into our bedroom, looking for the baby he heard being born the night before. We were in our old place, a too-cozy one-bedroom we rapidly outgrew. My mom was sleeping on the couch in the living room. Ray stretched out next to me and the seven-pound bundle of his baby sister. “She’s so small, Mama,” he said, running a finger over her curled fist. “Like a doll.” When the midwife came later, she showed Ray how to change the baby’s teeny-weeny diaper. He was careful and patient even though my mom, the midwife, and I all watched him, this awkward nine-year-old boy taping down the diaper. Ray was my big helper. And we were a team, a pack of three. 

I need to start talking to Lucky about junior kindergarten, so she’s excited and prepared for it. Ray’s first day, the teacher — greeting kids at the gate — had to pull him off me, and he actually ripped my T-shirt. 

We’re on “applesauce” for the fifth time. 

“Kate?” 

A familiar face. Ms. Allison from Cherish is peering over at us from behind our bench. Lucky and I look up, frozen in “applesauce.” Even in her surprise at seeing us, seeing me, Ms. Allison’s face is kind. “Lucky?” 

The girl holding Ms. Allison’s hand is about five, Ms. Allison’s daughter. I should remember her name, but I don’t. Her dress is patterned with hearts, all colours of hearts, perfect for Valentine’s Day, and her long hair is braided, the ends tied with red ribbon. 

“Kate, what are you doing here?” 

My legs are stiff from sitting semi-cross-legged, so I feel geriatric as I stand up, holding onto the bench for support. Lucky squinches, hiding behind my legs. “Um, for the AC.” That’s all I can say. 

Ms. Allison stretches out her free hand for Lucky. “Lucky, it’s so nice to see you.” 

Lucky, standing, too, now still holds onto me, her arms around my legs. “How are you, Lucky, may I shake your hand?” 

Lucky shies back. 

“This is Maria, my daughter, Lucky.” Ms. Allison is kneeling now. “We were so hot when the power went out, so we drove here. Maria takes her swim class here on Saturdays.” 

“Good idea,” I say, not able to look Ms. Allison in the face. 

“We have some food and drinks. You are welcome to them. Lucky, do you want some juice?”

All kids want juice all the time. Lucky peeks out from behind my legs. “Okay.” 

Ms. Allison smiles at me, and I feel myself softening. 

Maria sits on the bench with Lucky, going through the board books. “Oh, I love Corduroy,” she says, quiet and shy. She tries reading to Lucky and can get through most of the first few pages with help from her mom and some guessing. 

Ms. Allison finds two folding chairs, facing them towards the bench. She hands me a cooler bag. “Please,” she prompts. I stand there, still startled by seeing her and all the Cherish memories coming back. I miss my old job. I yearn to play my guitar for little kids. 

“Kate,” Ms. Allison says, turning and catching me by the arm. “I’m a single parent, too. And I’m sorry about what happened to you and your family.” 

“I didn’t know that about you.” Ms. Allison is altered for me now, because she understands how hard it is, how lonely.

Ms. Allison nods, smiles, glances at our daughters. Then she lowers her voice. “The social worker, um, Gail, came and we said only wonderful things about you and how you are with the Cherish children and with your own.”

“Thanks.” Why is news of this support coming only now?

“We didn’t know if we could speak to you, because of the investigation and because—” 

“It’s okay,” I tell Ms. Allison. “I know. It’s all very awkward. Isn’t it?”

Ms. Allison nods. “How is your son?”

“Ray. He’s gone with his dad now.” 

Ms. Allison shakes her head. She is sorry to hear that. 

“Yeah, so, his dad came back when he heard about everything, like everyone heard about everything, obviously, going for custody.”

“Oh, that’s so hard.” 

There are green grapes in her cooler bag, juice boxes, bread and sliced cheddar, and a container of almond cookies she and Maria baked. 

“They threw my guitar in the dumpster,” I tell Ms. Allison suddenly. 

Her hand goes to her mouth. “Oh, Kate.” 

“Yup.” I tell her we rescued it, Lucky and I, before it was too late. 

“And you’re playing still?”

“I am. I am playing, singing, writing new songs.”

“Get back out there, Kate. You’ve got a voice.”

“Thanks,” I say again. Thanks — for the fifth or sixth time since Ms. Allison showed up. 

“No, really. We all know that about you, that you didn’t really belong there in a way.”

“Right.” 

“That sounds bad, but I mean—” 

“It’s okay. I think I know what you mean.” 

My phone starts buzzing in my purse. Lucky fishes it out. Nick has been texting again, still after me. I think just Tony’s drums, you and me on acoustic would work. Get back to me.

“How is your summer, Lucky?” Ms. Allison asks. 

“I went in the car with Hermes, and maybe we’re getting a dog.”

Ms. Allison’s smile is tight. “Oh, I see.”

“And we were at Ray’s birthday.” 

“Oh!” 

“Lucky and I drove up,” I tell her. “It was good to see him, hard to believe he’s hit the teens.”

Ms. Allison must be ten years younger than me. She looks it, too, with her smooth skin and bright eyes. When was my last period? I can’t remember. Too busy to really notice that maybe, after all, I’m finally crossing over that inevitable line. My mom never talked about menopause, either. Maybe that’s one thing Danny and I could share. She must go by Danette in France, so it’s convenient our mom gave her that fancy name, to counteract the generic Smith.

Lucky sits on my lap. She carefully unwraps her juice box’s straw, pokes the sharp end into the silver hole. Then she goes for an almond cookie. 

Ms. Allison asks her about Ray’s party. “Was it nice, Lucky?” 

Lucky nods. “We went on a boat. And Ray has another sister. She’s got lots of scrapes and bruises.” 

Ms. Allison smiles at this, but her forehead is creased. 

“She’s a skateboarder,” I jump in, “falls down sometimes, or a lot, doing those tricks.” 

“Ray told me he’s coming home,” Lucky keeps going, bubbling over with all her news. 

Ms. Allison widens her eyes. “That’s wonderful, Lucky. I’m sure your big brother misses you very much, sweetheart.”

“He does,” I say. “He’s a good brother to Lucky.” He had hugged me in Nick’s driveway. The hardness had been wiped away. 

Lucky eats most of the cookies, bread and cheese, and half the grapes. “Good appetite!” Ms. Allison comments, wrapping up a cheese sandwich for us to take home. I feel embarrassed, like I’ve been underfeeding her. But I think she’s just relaxed here, and we do eat mostly cereal and toast at home. 

“How’s Orion?” I ask. “You know, the kid with the long hair?” 

Ms. Allison doesn’t really know. He’s not old enough to be in her class yet. “But I do see him with Ms. Vera. He’s got glasses now, and some of the other kids try to grab them.”

“He’s got a temper.”

“We’ll help him with that.” Has she seen my “Batshit Crazy Mom” video? 

Rec centre staff offer the girls crayons and paper. They stretch out on the bench, colouring. Ms. Allison takes out her cellphone, texting, reading news, whatever people do. Lucky and Maria start getting goofy, running in and out of the bathroom, climbing on the ledge by the pool windows. Ms. Allison and I take turns reading books to the two girls, playing Simon Says, cutting out garlands of paper dolls. Lucky is in heaven with Maria and her mom. She even holds Maria’s hand, clutching it close, in case Maria were to suddenly disappear, leaving her friendless again.

Two hours pass and then someone from Ms. Allison’s building calls to say their power is back on. As she’s packing up, I say, “You know, they owe me $1,000. Ms. Nicole hasn’t paid me. I’ve left her a ton of voicemails.” 

There is a silence. 

“That’s a lot of money,” I continue. “I need to pay rent and have something left over for Ray coming home. And I just want what’s owed.” I stop before I spill over in another demonstration of anger. 

Ms. Allison listens carefully and thinks before she speaks. “Of course. It is what you are owed. So, I will talk to Mr. Klaus. Nicole is . . . let’s bypass her. Mr. Klaus gave her too much power. But he’s the owner, after all. He likes me, I think.” 

One more time, I say it: “Thank you.”

“Can me and Lucky have a playdate?” Maria asks as they say goodbye. 

Ms. Allison doesn’t hesitate. “Of course.” 

We exchange numbers. 

“Bye-bye, good luck!” Then Ms. Allison is gone. 

“I want to go where they’re going,” Lucky tells me as we settle back onto the bench. 

We stay until the rec centre closes. Every one of us cooling-centre patrons groans as we walk out into the nuclear-feeling 7 p.m. heat. 

Matt’s texted: Are you ok? Power’s still out here. 

Nick’s texted: Let’s be adult about this. We could both use a comeback, don’t you think? 

And someone else. It’s Allison. It was good to see you and Lucky. Maria would really like a playdate. I am happy to do it at my place. Take care. 

I like how Nick’s message is sandwiched between Matt’s and Ms. Allison’s, so they pop him right out of my brain and my worries. Like a pimple, he’s gone. Friends can do that for you, I remember that now.



I think it’s Monday.

So, I get on with it. Being adult, like Nick said. I make a list on the back of a half-scribbled colouring page:


	Molly

	Social Assistance

	Junior kindergarten

	Matt/fence

	AC?



Nick texts. It’s not about me this time, not about music. Ray is ready to leave. 

My mouth goes dry. 

Lucky’s still snoozing. As the coffee’s dripping, I connect to the neighbour’s Wi-Fi, fill in my application for Social Assistance. Also, I call Molly at the library. Leave a message with my number: “Please call me back,” I say, which sounds a bit too desperate but it’s down and done, and now I have yet another reason to look at my phone every few minutes. Molly, Molly, did she call me? And I check my email: Darren Duke emailed a few times, all with red exclamation marks, but I leave them unopened. 

An email from Gail: Hi Kate, Ray’s dad mentioned some past issues with anger management and alcohol abuse. He said you were in a band. If you want to call me to tell your side of that, please do. She also attached some links to cooling centres. Now that Gail knows my history in the Toy Boats, she’s even more formal and reserved. But Ray is thirteen now. And he wants to come home. Gail and Nick can eat my shit. But I’m still scared. 

I reply to Nick: Can’t you drive him back tomorrow? 

He texts back one second later: I’m not driving him.

My fingers start but don’t send a vile, angry note I’m sure his lawyer would love.

I need a car to go get Ray. 

When Lucky gets up, we wash in cold water in the bathtub and take a cab to Flower Pot Beach. A cab because I never got around to asking Austyn to put me onto ridesharing apps and I don’t have a data plan anyway. So, Lucky, my Seagull, and I pile into an old-fashioned Blue Crown cab. When I ask for all my change back from the driver in the parking lot he actually hisses at me: “Cheap!” 

We stay all day. After I busk awhile, we take a break for fries and coffee, ice cream, and use the dank, concrete bathrooms where Lucky learns to breathe through her mouth so she can’t smell the stench. 

Around 2 p.m., Lucky falls asleep on a towel under the weeping willow. And I lie down, too, and I fall asleep with her for five minutes, at least five. The swoosh of beach water, the call of gulls, lull me. That’s nice: call/gull/lull. Something in that. 

But we can’t leave here until the guitar case is full of coins, and we’re almost there, so I shake off the lull, the calls, the gulls and get back to it. Guitar on. Guitar case open and close to the pathway, so you almost trip over it when you pass. 

I’m singing “Heat Wave” when I look up. It’s Matt. He’s there, smiling at me, listening. He’s with another guy; this must be Ben. He’s rigidly goodlooking, with short hair, pencil behind his ear. And I’m sure he’s heard about me. What if they know how Danny got that scar on her face? Would they still invite us to grab some supper? Because that is what they do. 



Ben is thoughtful and insists I sit in the front of the car next to Matt. Matt still has Lucky’s car seat installed in the back. The dents in the hood have been smoothed out. Or has the whole hood been replaced? Each time I see Matt, the car is a bit more healed. The roof and interior detailing are scheduled for next week. 

“Pizza with cheese,” Lucky says when Matt asks her what she’d want to eat for supper if she could have anything at all. As an afterthought he looks over at me and says, “Is that okay, Kate? Sorry, I should have checked with you first.”

“Of course.” I’m just happy we can pay for our meal ourselves. We must have made five pounds of money at Flower Pot Beach today. I dumped the change into an extra-large freezer bag, now in my purse along with my notebook full of songs. My fingers dig into the coins, raking through the metal, raising up the smell of shininess itself. The bills are already in my wallet: mostly fives and totalling $120. Lucky has a quarter, a loonie, toonie, and a nickel in her fist. She’s showing them off to Ben, because they are hers to keep, explaining which animal is which. 

“Mama made so much money today,” she tells him. 

“Yup, your mama’s really awesome at playing her guitar and singing. I hear Louis is going to set up some gig.”

“What?” I say. “No, it’s just jamming.” 

“Does a gig mean it’s your job now?” Lucky asks me.

Matt says, “Louis could really use a boost, Kate. Just started a new band. If he used your name, Toy Boats nostalgia, I’m sure you could fill a good-sized venue.” 

“Sure,” I say, remembering Nick’s praise, his desperation to reunite, “sounds fun.”



The pizza place is called What Would the Neighbours Think? A Quebecois owner, the vibe is European, or what I remember to be European, from my days touring there. It’s on a crooked little side street not far from where we live on Ferndale, but around here new houses, tall and skinny, with an emphasis on glass and sheet metal, have replaced the wartime bungalows. 

“Wood-burning ovens are the only way to bake pizza now,” Matt says, and they definitely don’t use those at Pizza-ghetti’s. The average price of a pizza here, as handwritten on the chalkboard menus on each table, is forty dollars. 

It is good pizza, with fresh herbs on top, but the crust is a bit too tough for Lucky, so she pulls the cheese off and eats that only. Buffalo-milk mozzarella. The wet, saucy dough underneath the cheese looks like a brain, according to Lucky, and she’s right. 

Nick and his city friends would know about this gourmet stuff; I do not. But I do know the music they’re playing, all French or connected to France, like Josephine Baker, Jane Birkin, even that “Une femme, un homme” duet with Murray Head. 

The big-people pizza we order next has caramelized onions, bison sausage, and a white sauce. Good, but overall, there’s a sweetness that’s hard to swallow after the first slice. The beer is better, a pint of something they say is local. It’s creamy and dark and goes right to my head, sunburned as it is from the whole day at the beach.

Ben takes out his notebook, leather-bound, and pulls the pencil from behind his ear, finally putting it to use. “So, you’re thinking something like this?” He sketches a simple fence, with a gate.

“Looks good.”

Lucky gets up on her chair so she can see, too. “Yup.” She’s got a chocolate-milk moustache, and her energy levels are rising. We’ll have to make a quick departure soon, before she starts crawling under the table. 

“How high do you think, Kate?”

“Enough that a bus driver can’t see me if I’m, like, sitting outside on my chair.” 

“Okay,” Ben nods, writing down some notes. “That’s kind of high. I’ll research that, get some materials.” 

“Let me know the cost,” I say. 

“Sure.” Ben takes a third piece of pizza. “Shouldn’t be much.” 

Ben’s not a big man, but muscled, very strong. “I’m a contractor,” he had said on the car ride here. 

“Or,” I say, “I could just move to a new place.” 

Matt’s shoulders soften. He and Ben try not to exchange a look. The look would be one of relief. “Yes,” Matt says. “Moving is always a good option.”

We all watch Lucky, who is drawing in Ben’s notebook with his red pencil, keeping her busy. He’s got a niece, about Lucky’s age. “Maybe some time they can play.”

I want this for Lucky, to play with kids, to be ordinary. Her name is feeling like it doesn’t really suit her anymore, that it’s ironic. No dad, no brother, down-on-her-luck mom. 

Matt and Ben order more pints. The waitress is wearing clothes from the 1980s that I hated even then: high-waisted jeans with pleats and a fluorescent green tank top and brown plastic glasses a carpentry teacher might wear. I say no to the beer — I have to get Lucky home — but I let them pour a few inches into my glass when their fresh ones arrive. 

For a minute I relax. The air passes through my nose, out of my mouth. My skin is warm. Two new friends sit across from me. My daughter sits on their knees. The beer in my mouth nourishes me, convincing me this, all of it, might be okay. 

I get bold and I challenge Ben a bit, the builder of houses: “Okay, so why is it they’re still just building houses for, like, families with two parents and some kids? Why can’t this change?” 

“I’m listening,” Ben says.

“So maybe you build one big house with some smaller units in it, for single moms to live in with their kids and share the kitchen and yard and help one another out. Commune-style, sort of. Why is that not a thing? Invite all the lonely forgotten old folks to come age with us, too.”

Matt and Ben look at each other. “Paradigm shift,” Matt says.

I used to know what “paradigm” means. I did once. 

Ben says, “It’s very good, Kate. Community living. Community connection. But I would say take that kind of idea even further and build this housing underground, in the earth. Warm in the winter and cool in the summer. Because we can’t go on living like this, fuelling air conditioners, with the world warming up.”

“No, we can’t,” I say. Maybe Lucky will have to live underground when she’s raising her children, whether she likes it or not. Maybe she’ll choose not to have kids. @air-conditioned-nightmare posted something about this. “Birth Strike,” she called it. 

Then the song on the stereo changes. I don’t know this song, but I recognize the singer, and Nick would recognize her, too. It’s Danette and Marty. Danny’s voice has matured into this rich, throaty contralto. Light and jazzy, super catchy, and so beautiful. Is that Marty backing her up on keyboards? I don’t feel jealous. I feel so sad. Her voice is more than familiar, it is part of me, ingrained in the deepest part of my memory bank. I mean, I remember when her voice squeaked like Lucky’s. We were munchkins together, terrible teens. Wicked sisters. 

Matt touches my wrist. “Kate?”

Ben: “You’re looking a bit sick.” 

Shame is a kind of sickness. So pure it changes the very pattern of your brain and fingerprints. “We need to go,” I say, reaching for my purse. “Lucky’s brother’s going to call soon.” He’s not, but I need to get Lucky out of here fast. 

Matt and Ben want to pay, drive us home. But I insist on leaving sixty dollars on the table. And I insist that they stay. “We could use the walk.”



We live only about three blocks from the pizza place. It’s a lot to carry — guitar, purse weighed down with coins, backpack — and I’ve got to keep my eye on Lucky. 

We cut down Kimberley, Breezy’s street, stop in front of the Greek House. “Who lives here, Mama?”

“Just a neighbour.” Lucky runs her finger along the pink bicycle on the porch while I scrounge for a pen and rip a page from my notebook. “I’m sorry, Neighbour,” I write, “for pushing you and accusing you. I’d like to explain. My name is Kate.” Before I let Lucky drop the note through the mail slot, she draws a gorgeous stick person at the bottom of the page: a circle with a smile and two very long legs. It’s just a note. But it’s a start. 

“C’mon, Lucky.” I’m dying with all the gear. 

When Lucky’s asleep in front of the fan with her cool, damp pyjamas on, I get out my phone, hook onto Wi-Fi, and I scratch another thing off my list for today: registering her in junior kindergarten. All I need to do now is bring in her birth certificate and proof of address to the school secretary so they know she’s for real. She really is for real, and she’s smart. Time for her to become even smarter, to play with children again. Be ordinary. 

After I wash the dishes and put away some of Lucky’s toys, I slip into Ray’s dark bedroom and make up the bed with clean sheets. The air is stale, warm, and very still, but the shadows that move across the dark wall bring it to life.



Matt lives in a two-storey walk-up about five kilometres west of us, towards West Bridge, far from the highway, the quiet speed-reduced streets shaded with large maples, misted with sprinkler systems fighting to turn the brown grass back to green. The cab drops us out back, in the parking lot. 

“Can we live here, Mama?” Lucky asks me. 

Across the street, a couple of kids take turns on a tire swing hanging from an oak on their brown front lawn. Their dad, must be their dad, is doing something in the garage, its large metal door open to reveal kids’ bikes, scooters, toboggans, skis, snowboards, hockey net, and skates. Lucky doesn’t even have a tricycle. Why haven’t I gotten around to getting her a tricycle? Or one of those balance bikes without the pedals? 

“I promise we’ll move someplace quiet, okay?”

Matt comes out in his flip-flops, crossing the front lawn, a stretch of stubbly dry grass. “Kate, I could have dropped the car off for you.” Matt’s eyes, behind his smudged glasses, are crusty with sleep. It’s not even 8 a.m. Smoke drifting in from distant fires obscures the sun. I had texted Matt maybe an hour ago: Hey, need to get Ray. I can pay for gas, but I do need your car for the day.

It took Matt an unusually long time to text back, his silence needling me into seeing that I was taking advantage of his generosity, an inference confirmed when his reply — Yes, sure you can borrow my car — came devoid of exclamation points or other friendly addons. I can’t care about that now.

“Ben’s got something for Lucky. He’s on his way down.”

The car is in the back of the lot, behind the dumpsters. A sign in front of Matt’s spot says #34. While I load my guitar in the trunk, and our backpack in the front seat, Lucky traces the numbers with her fingers. Matt kneels alongside her. “That’s three, that’s four. My apartment is thirty-four. And I’m thirty-four, too.” 

So, now I know what I’m dealing with here, Matt’s about twelve years younger than me, which means I’m not technically old enough to be his mother as I didn’t get my period until I was thirteen. 

“And I’m three,” Lucky says holding up three of her beautiful fingers, “but soon I’ll be four.” She points to Matt’s sign again. “Three and four.”

Matt holds out the car key. Such a familiar feel in my hand, that hunk of plastic with the metal sticking out. It’s nothing, just a car key, and it’s everything, too.

“Louis is so pumped, Kate,” he says. “We’re looking for venues now. Even just a little cameo from you would be great.”

My stomach rumbles audibly. “I’m excited, too.” 

We’ll hit a drive-thru for affordable coffee and doughnuts before we get on the highway, go east and north, to the cabin on the hill where my son is waiting for me. I could call Nick, text him, to say we’re on our way, but I have this urge to surprise him. 

I’m clipping Lucky into her seat when Ben joins us, also in flip-flops, his T-shirt wrinkled. It’s not too often that I yearn for love or even just some loving, but I do now, seeing Ben and Matt together, crusty and rumpled and likely feeling sore from it all, the love of the night before. Sometimes I worry that I’ll be out with Lucky, at a park or in a grocery store, and the man who is her father will recognize me. He’ll be bold, approach — Hey, I remember you — then look down at the little girl whose hand I’m holding and see himself in her. He must be Matt’s age. Thirty-four or so.

The morning air is warming. Matt says to bring the car back whenever. “We’re biking to work today,” he says looking over at Ben, a wave of tension passing between them. “No rush at all.” 

It’s Matt’s car, but he doesn’t really need a car. I do need a car, moms need cars. That’s what people like Breezy don’t get. And for Matt the Corolla is a hobby. A museum piece.

Ben’s got a fresh pad of paper for Lucky, the kind with the little blue squares, and also one of those ballpoint pens with three colours and you click to choose the one you want: blue, red, black. He shows Lucky how to press the little buttons.

“We’re getting Ray, my brother,” she tells Ben.

“That’s awesome,” he smiles at her through her window. “Can’t wait to meet him.” 

Then we go. 



It’s about 11 a.m. when we pull off the road into Nick’s rough driveway. The FOR SALE sign is there still among the young pines, but someone’s added a sticker that screams SOLD! 

The driveway’s empty apart from Nick’s pickup. Clotheslines are heavy with bathing suits: Ray and Nick’s roomy trunks and the boyish bikinis belonging to Simone, whose half-pipe dominates the clearing behind the cabin where the brush is still flat from the venison roast that was no birthday party at all. Simone’s abandoned her skateboard in the dirt, tossed away her shoes, and an empty pop can nearby buzzes with bees. 

Lucky and I hold hands. My heart is pounding, and my stomach is sour with coffee and the chocolate doughnut I called breakfast. Sundress is sticking between damp legs, and we both really need to pee. 

“Hello?” I call out. “Hey? It’s Kate!” 

No one answers, so we help ourselves to Nick’s outhouse, and wash our hands in the pump sink.

The kitchen counter is jammed with plastic boxes of croissants, a big bowl of field tomatoes, baskets of peaches that must be local. Peaches means August, means summer’s closing. 

Lucky picks up a peach. I rinse it for her in a basin of rain water, find a knife and a bowl to cut the fruit into, the beautiful blushing fruit. Juice drips down the back of my hand. Lucky crams peach into her mouth, slice after slice, because it’s been ages since we’ve had fresh fruit, just apples, because they’re cheap and easy to buy at the drugstore. 

“Kate!” Simone shuffles into the kitchen in shower shoes and tank top the colour of bubble gum. Her hair falls long and loose, tresses of it, blanketing her arms and body. 

“Where’s Ray?” I ask.

“Oh, the boys are fishing.” Simone sort-of hugs us. First Lucky, then me, as we stay seated, caught red-handed eating Nick’s juicy fruit. But it’s awkward, she mostly just leans into us, and that’s because her left arm is in a cast, a white cotton thing that extends from her wrist all the way to her shoulder, holding her arm into the gesture of going in for a handshake. Her posture and movements are stiff, like a mannequin or a robot, and her left cheek is not just scraped, it’s shredded. At least that’s what it looks like through the gauze bandages, which are thick, but rust-coloured blood has still seeped through.

Lucky gets down to business: “What’s wrong?” 

“Oh, this.” Simone smiles, shakes back her hair, and looks down with pride and happiness at her injured arm. Like a mom gushing over her newborn. 

“You were dirt-skating at night, right?” I say in a flat voice. 

“Uh, dirt-boarding, Kate, and, yeah, that big-ass hill right at the bend near where you turn away from the lake. And boom! A truck was coming, I jumped and — oops — slammed into a tree.” Simone’s right arm soars across her face, representing her body leaping out of the path of the oncoming pickup. “Broken at the elbow, fractured wrist. Road rash,” she says lifting her hair from her face to show us her soft white bandages, “but I’m okay. It was a long drive to the hospital, though.” 

Lucky bang-bang-bangs the legs of her chair with her heels as she watches Simone, the big girl whom she might resemble in just ten years, and who grins, looking at me for approval, but there is nothing of the kind in my face, which feels frozen into a look of something like condemnation. “Had my headlamp on, Kate, and my dad said it was fine.” 

“Okay,” I say because she wants me to not be mad at her for “dirt-bombing” unpaved hills in that silly headlamp, all alone and at night. It must be near impossible to change her clothes, sleep, brush her hair, fish, swim, dock her dad’s boat with her arm bound into the gesture of a handshake. Therefore, the dirty shirt, the loose hair, looking like she just woke up, though it’s nearly noon.

“Where’s Ray?”

She pushes her hair behind her ears, so I can see her tiny tattoo. Then she moves around the kitchen following the lead of her injured arm, using her good one, her right, to find a bowl, a box of cereal, a carton of milk. “Fishing, since early. Actually, I was up all night, so I heard them leave at five, then I went to bed. Didn’t know you were coming.” 

I stand up, gesturing to help Simone with her breakfast, but she brushes me away with a light smile: “I got this.”

“We’re a surprise for them,” Lucky says, reaching for another peach, her eyes trained on the cereal box, tantalized by the cartoon beehive bursting with honeycomb-shaped cereal pieces that rain down into a bowl of milk. 

“Can you guys sleep over, stay awhile?” Simone wants to know. She’s moved the giant box of croissants out of the way, so we can see her across the table. 

The cabin is quiet and dark. Lonely for this girl to be here all by herself.

“Are you my sister, too?” Lucky asks her, peach juice on her chin. She’s getting a rash around her lips from her binge. 

My mouth is about to say a firm, hard, concrete no to that, but Simone’s “Hell, yes!” already fills the air. “Would you like that, Lucky?” 

Lucky nods. 

“Well, now you have to sleep over! Nick will be stoked.” She’s back up, rinsing a basket of blueberries in the basin, one-handed. “Here, little Happy-Go-Lucky!” The bowl she slides in front of Lucky is full of navy-coloured berries, wild ones, so they are small like pebbles, stumbled upon in a nearby forest. Lucky kneels on her chair and digs right in, pushing the peaches aside.

“Go easy, sweetie,” I say to my daughter’s deaf ears. 

Simone watches Lucky, and Lucky watches Simone. They hunch over the table directly across from each other, Simone using her right hand to spoon herself cereal, and Lucky’s got her left hand pushing berries into her mouth.

“And,” I add in a cheerful voice, breaking apart the bubble that connects my daughter to Nick’s, “you two are not really sisters.” 

Simone doesn’t look over at me, but her face twitches. 

“Sorry, Lucky needs to know that.” 

But Lucky doesn’t hear because she’s bombing her senses with the beautiful berries, so transfixed she’s eating the pokey stems and barely chewing. Her eyes water with pleasure.

My phone rings, a shock because no one has harassed me with phone calls for a few weeks. It’s the LIBRARY MAIN BRANCH calling, As I stand up and head out the back door to take the call, Simone says, “Down by the shed, Kate, that’s the best reception.” Then she moves into my spot, beside Lucky, her arm around the back of her chair.

“Hello?”

It’s a woman’s voice. “Kate? Kate Smith? My name’s Molly. I organize children’s programming at the library. Can you come in and meet me to talk about your singing and experience with kids?” 

Her voice is familiar. An even-keeled, very reasonable librarian voice. Is that it? How do I know that voice? My head soars, swells at the possibility of a regular paid gig. “Of course, I’d love that.” We agree to Friday. Friday at noon. Main branch. She’ll meet me at the circulation desk. “Yup, I’ll bring my guitar.” 

Is this it? 

I pace around the driveway, singing to myself. Then I pick up Simone’s skateboard, discarded in the grass. The deck is layered in what looks like blond maple, while the top is black with a white skull in the middle, and both it and the underside are blasted with peeling stickers named for rock bands and shoe companies, while the four red wheels are scuffed and ground down to the bone. It’s lightweight, smallish, just wood and wheels and a bit of hardware, but this rudimentary little machine gives me that same jolt of power that I get from picking up my own guitars. What will Lucky’s instrument be? What material thing will give her a sense of direction and control when she holds it in her hands? A paintbrush, a shovel, a basketball? 

Nick and Ray emerge from the trees, bright in their life jackets, fishing rods over their shoulders. Ray’s got the tackle box, Nick’s carrying a cooler. When they start up the driveway, they feel me. They stop, look. See me. I’m at the top of driveway: surprise.



There was a time when I was happy with Nick. It was full-bodied and almost staggering when we and our band were our only focus. But those intense attractions are not built to last. And yet, the baby that came of me and Nick and the Toy Boats is now the thirteen-year-old boy standing beside Nick, holding tight to rod and tackle. Baseball is behind him now that his dad has taught him to fish, and I wonder in a flash whatever happened to the Blue Jays pyjamas Lucky picked out for his birthday, because we left the party before Ray could open his gifts. There is a contentment between them, Nick and Ray, standing there with their gear. The door to their relationship has opened. 

A surge of desire passes through me. No, it’s a longing. A partner for me and a stepparent for my kids, that’s what I long for. It doesn’t have to be anyone too spectacular, just a person who is kind and clean, smart, mostly healthy. Then, like a whale breaching out of water, taking that necessary breath of fresh, salted air, the desire sinks back down, where it’s dark and still, settling in the sludge of me. 

Ray smiles. No, he beams. My son beams at me, and he starts up the dirt path that serves as a driveway as fast as his flip-flops can manage. I open my arms, welcoming Ray. Nick who remains static, somehow becomes smaller. Ray runs towards me and when he gets close, he falls, trips on his flimsy shoes. The tackle box and fishing rod go flying as Ray lands on his knees just in front of me. 

“Ray!” 

But he pops back up, hobbles the last few feet, and lands in my arms. Finally, at long last, I did the right thing for my son. He holds me, and I hold onto him, my hands on his back, his head, his warm summer hair. 

Nick’s picking up the rod and tackle box Ray dropped. His face, fresh-shaved, revealing the sag of his chin and his neck, is sour. “Kat. Could have texted.” 



“It’ll be just the two of us again,” Nick tells Simone. “Ray’s going back with his mom.” We are all on the porch, Nick and the kids digging into a massive bag of trail mix. Simone’s face crumples, all that cool pride and daring sass just drains in an instant, and when Nick tries to hug her Simone pushes him away. This cabin must be way too quiet when the two of them are here alone. And how is she going to change her clothes with her arm in that contraption and just her dad to help? 

Lucky’s wish is to go to the beach before we leave. A real beach, with sand and a dock, sailboats on the horizon, and not the harsh concrete splash pad in the city where kids are blasted with water or the E. coli–ripened currents of Flower Pot Beach. And though I want only to leave, I also want to grant Lucky her simple wish, so Simone and Ray agree to take Lucky to the sandy strip of beach not far from the dock. Simone puts on sunglasses to hide her crying eyes. Nick and Ray say goodbye now, because I’ll pick up Ray and Lucky down at the water in a little bit. Nick hugs Ray tight, kisses him on the head and cheek. “Get that phone hooked up so we can text, okay, bud?”

“Okay, Dad,” Ray says. 

“I’ll come soon,” I tell the three of them, kind-of-siblings, “just got to talk to Nick first.” They hold hands walking down to the road. Lucky goes in the middle, in a polka-dotted bather and yellow water wings, swinging from their down-stretched arms.

Nick sits across from me, leaning back into a wicker chair. I’ve got a sparkling drink of some kind in a tall glass with ice. Nick is drinking coffee. Sucking from the vape I no longer see him without. Crows outside, and a woodpecker drilling for bugs, somewhere not too far, the hollow drum of it filling the air. 

“Tony’s really happy to get together with us,” Nick finally says. “I don’t know if you’ve been following him on Insta, but he’s been backing up some big names.”

“We should talk about Ray,” I say, quick and firm and very careful not to frame this as a question — Shouldn’t we talk about Ray? Or, Can we talk about Ray? — because Nick doesn’t get a choice. 

Nick frowns. “Okay.” 

“He’s coming home with me.” 

“Seems so.”

“We need to work out when you’ll see him. And it needs to be consistent.” 

“Okay.” Nick sucks his vape, sips his coffee. “I can do consistent. For real this time.” Nick’s lips are so much thinner now, barely there, as if drawn on with a sharp pencil. A bump on top, one more underneath, that’s all he has left of his mouth. He takes off his cap, runs his hands over his bald head. “And how about you and me playing again? Why not, Kat? Let’s forget the past. Come on.” His pointer finger touches my bare knee, sending a shock wave up my thigh. An alarm bell goes off. 

My hands cover my knees, and I close my legs tight. I can’t imagine making music with Nick anymore, even if he hadn’t swooped in with his custody bid. I fix my eyes on the SOLD! sign. “Your lawyer should be banned from the bar for what he did posting that video of me.”

Nick’s brow crinkles in surprise, the flesh forming a triangle between his eyebrows. “Yeah,” Nick shrugs. “Duke’s a total slimeball.”

I shake my head at this matter-of-fact admission, reaching for my purse and the comfort of the car keys. 

“And I’m sorry,” he says, looking at me, being the big man by finding my eyes with his. “I thought I was doing the right thing, like Ray needed rescuing from some kind of neglect.” As he’s talking, Nick rubs his hands together, as if they need warming. “I realized, when I heard you play, saw you with the kids, that what happened with your car was just some kind of fluke.”

“A fluke.”

“Yeah, so I’m dropping the legal stuff. Effective immediately.”

“I see. Your desire to reunite the Toy Boats is more important than legally possessing your son. Isn’t that it?” Nick doesn’t say no. “So please tell that to Gail, that social worker, so she’ll leave me alone.” Nick nods. 

“I don’t mind waiting while you make the calls.” 

Nick pockets his phone and slumps out to the hot spot where I took the call from Molly. I shadow him, listen to the voicemails he leaves explaining to Duke and Gail that the custody bid is over. 

As we head back to the porch, I point at the screened front window, through which you can see the SOLD! sign. “So the legal stuff is why you had to sell this place? To pay your music lawyer to take a custody case?”

Nick looks away. “Oh, well, in part. And Simone wants to go to California. She’s trying to go professional, get sponsored. That kid could make the Olympic team, I just can feel it.”

“Really.”

“Yeah, and her mom’s in Europe still, but she’ll move out there, too, eventually. Then, when she’s in Cali with Simone, I can concentrate on the Toy Boats.”

“Wait. What about seeing Ray?”

“You’ll all love California, Kate. Especially Lucky. Disneyland and all that.”

“Sure, Nick.” 

“I know,” he says. “A lot of irons in the fire. One of them’s going to come through.”

“I didn’t know about Simone. Before, I mean.” Nick shrugs. “Did you know about her?”

He shrugs again. “It’s a blur, Kat. Kate. You know?”

Why does it matter who Simone’s mom is? We played shows with a million bands, I can’t remember. But wasn’t there a pretty German drummer Nick was always trailing after when our tours crossed paths up and down the east coast one summer? 

“And I didn’t know about this cabin.”

“Yeah, my uncle left it to me. I should have sold it long ago, given you and Ray some money, some to Simone, but I loved the escape of this place.” Nick flips back to being pushy: “So, Tony. What do you think?”

The remaining drink in my glass is flat and watery. “First, I am not moving to California. Second, after what happened with me and Danny? We just go back out there? Without her and Marty?”

Nick shakes his head with impatience. “Kat— Kate, I don’t even remember what happened.” He leans in again. “Danny and Marty have it fucking made. I highly doubt they would give a shit about us reuniting; we’d avoid the one or two Danny songs, of course.” He spreads his legs wide, so his knees touch the arms of his wicker chair. 

The vape is on the table, a metal thing, like a plumbing part. Nick clears his throat, starts talking again, “Look, Kate, I know I can be an asshole, okay? It’ll be different this time. Just you, me, the music, like it was before.” 

Nick is still handsome, capable, not too old, and if he’s going to be Ray’s dad now, I need to want the best for him, so he’ll come through for Ray.

“Nick,” I say. Slow and very clear so he’ll never ask me again. “I’m not going to reunite the Toy Boats, or any version of it. That’s just not for me anymore.” 

“Sure.” Nick’s out of his chair. He’s turned his back on me, looking out the window at the pine trees and the lake beyond. There’s a lot of holes in the screens, letting in the bugs. Whoever bought this place will bulldoze it and build something new and fresh, without any history attached. 

“I’m sorry, Nick.” He was a really talented guitar player. He could have made it. But it didn’t work out that way for either of us. “I’m sure things will go great in California.” 

“You should probably pack Ray’s things.” Nick’s voice is thick. I leave him alone. 

Ray’s cramped little room is the mess I expect and it smells: musty laundry and unwashed sheets. The clothes piled on chairs and dropped on the floor are unfamiliar, as is the stack of comics, and the boxed smartphone, Nick’s birthday gift to Ray. These new things go in his new backpack, slipped over my shoulder.

Nick’s hunched on the wicker chair. He’s poured himself three inches of whiskey. “Bye, Nick,” I say. I don’t look at him.

“Kate.” Nick follows me into the kitchen, standing in the doorway with his drink as I slide my feet into my sandals. “Ray and Lucky. They’re happy with you. So that’s really good.”

“And I like Simone,” I tell him. “She gives me hope for the future.”

“Me, too,” says Nick. “Maybe like we gave our parents hope at one time.”

“I doubt that,” I tell him, sort of smiling. 

“Yeah.” Nick downs his whiskey. “Things were different back then.”



I drive ten kilometres per hour to the beach. The kids are splashing in the water; Simone can only go in up to her waist. I get a flash of Simone coming to visit us on Ferndale, crashing on the couch. And that would be okay.

When I say goodbye to Simone, I hug her, careful of her arm, broken in two places, and tell her what she’s doing is amazing, because it is, and I swallow hard on the other stuff, like how I really hope Simone makes it, get sponsored, goes pro, whatever, because her dad’s sense of self-worth depends on it. 

I smile when Simone says, “I’ll send you a video, okay, like your Batshit thing, but cool so you can see that in yourself again.” 

“Okay,” I tell her, though I don’t really understand what she’s talking about. 

Simone leans into the car, kisses Lucky’s forehead, Ray’s, my forehead, too. Her tears have stopped, the kind of tears you can see anyway. I leave this girl alone on the beach, in her bandages, to heal and break and heal again.



We stop for fast food at a busy service centre place that reeks of those cinnamon buns because there’s an outlet in the corner. Ray’s hair is oily, his nails bitten down.

Lucky and Ray sit across from me, feeding on fries and ketchup, chocolate milk. Ray is writing Lucky’s name, but in dots, for her to connect. “I’m going teach you to write your name before you start junior kindergarten in September, okay, Lucky?”

Her tongue is squeezed between her teeth as she presses down on the pen Ben gave her, moving from one dot to another until she has formed all the letters of her name. I have this bubble of hope in me that when we get home to Ferndale, Ben and Matt will have surprised us all with a brand-new privacy fence. Or there will be a postcard from Irena: she’s coming back, and do we want to rent a new house together? She can help with the kids. Why do friends up and leave like that?

“Did you get the air conditioner fixed, Mom?” Ray asks, his eyes soft with hope.

I shake my head. Ray slumps down in his seat. 

“I can get one, though, okay? I have an interview on Friday for a gig.”

Both kids look up, excited and hopeful. 

“Yup. Kids’ musician at the library.”

Ray frowns. “Dad said you’d be getting together again, to play for real again, in a band, like you did before.”

“Well, I didn’t agree to that, and I don’t think that’s for me anymore.”

Ray clears his throat. Goes back to doing more dots for Lucky. 

“Oh, and there’s something brewing with a drummer named Louis. I should get a gig out of that, like a real one, with a band. See where that goes.” 

Ray doesn’t look up. I’ll get Gail to hook us up with a counsellor next week. The air is already thick with Ray’s feelings, flipping back and forth from sweet to sour, sweet to sour, unable to decide how to act with me. “So are we going home now?” he asks. 

I’m afraid to take Ray home with me. Afraid of containing his bubbling frustration in our hot little place. I’m afraid he won’t like Matt and Ben. I’m afraid he won’t like looking after Lucky while I get out there and play, at the library, the beach, hopefully with Louis. When will social assistance kick in? Life’s got to get better for him when he’s in school, with his friends, playing baseball. He’ll have his phone, all those new clothes I packed in his bag. Oh, but he doesn’t know I sold the car. Just assumes I’m getting it fixed. 

“Okay, well, I’m going to the bathroom.” The kids don’t hear me. My voice is not heard. So, I just grab my purse and go, sitting on the toilet in the women’s room for an extra-long time. The place is a tornado of industrial-sounding flushes and the blast of hand-dryers. I’m hooked onto the Wi-Fi reading my phone. Check the classified websites to see if there’s an AC I can buy, cheap, for less than four hundred. And I check my feed for updates from @air-conditioned-nightmare. She’s posted a story from the Your Local pages, dated yesterday. A woman with an unremarkable name, like mine is unremarkable, has been arrested for leaving her elderly mother asleep in a car without even a window open. The mother had a stroke due to the boiling hot car and was taken the hospital and is not expected to live. The woman, a mother of four, popped into a drugstore to buy lottery tickets. A passerby heard the elderly mother banging on the window, and they called first responders. The daughter, aged forty-one, is in police custody. She came out of the drugstore with her fist full of lottery tickets to find her mother being rushed to hospital. She had won fifty dollars. @air-conditioned-nightmare writes:


Don’t blame her. Feel her pain. Heat impacts us all in different ways. No one is immune to this.



I’ve come to find connection with @air-conditioned-nightmare, a sense of solace and understanding. But, also, I don’t want to know about this woman who imperilled her mom, not at all, just like I don’t want her to know about me. Will Gail be appointed to her case? Will OO show up with her notepad and trick her into appearing more negligent than she really is? I flush, wash, dry, get my kids in the car, and drive off in the wrong direction, away from our house on Ferndale Ave., going to a different home. 



It’s impulsive and I didn’t ask Matt if I could put an extra 1,000 kilometres on his car, going up to Radiance and back, but we go. Why not? We can at least spend the rest of the day in an air-conditioned car and then hang out at my mom’s place, which must be cool for the residents. 

It’s late, though; we don’t get there until six. Everyone’s in the dining room: almost all women, a sea of women with white hair, so more like a fluffy cloud than a sea. There’s maybe one old man among all those round tables with white tablecloths and vases of gladioli in the middle. It smells like macaroni salad and the air is warmish.

The receptionist is dressed like a nurse, white hat and everything, and she smiles to see me. “Oh, your mom will be so happy. What a nice surprise.” 

We wait on a velvet couch by the front door, Lucky watching the tropical fish in a large aquarium, further contributing to the calm here, the effort to lull the residents and their visitors, to tamp down the sense of the ultimate inevitability that would otherwise overpower us all. 	

My mom has faded a bit, like we all do, we all fade. Her arms are open as she walks towards us, like bird’s wings, the same way I did when I watched Ray come up Nick’s driveway towards me this morning. I remember the photo of her I held onto when Lucky was gone. She was so young then; but it’s still her, still my mom. 

“Katie,” she says. Her dress is made of bumpy cotton, in deep coral pink, and her scarf is bright white to match her hair, and likely one she crocheted herself. She’s eighty-five, my mom, having started late in life having her kids, like I did, but she also had a son when she was younger, but who died as a baby, so that’s why she waited. 

But here she is, smiling at me, cupping my face in her hands. There were two small seizures last year, but nothing came up on her tests, so not much to do at this stage but wait and see what happens. 

She sits on the velvet couch and holds Lucky on her lap. Ray sits down beside her, puts his head on her shoulder. He remembers my mom from when he was little and I was on my own, especially when I was going back to school. My mom looked after Ray during my exams and work placements, held his hand so he’d nap, spoon-fed him porridge and applesauce. He knows her in his soul. 

“Happy birthday, Ray,” she says. “Did your mother take you somewhere nice for dinner?” 

Ray and I look at each other. We both say something like, “Uh, no, not yet.” Thankfully, Lucky doesn’t say anything about Nick or his cabin. “Well, I hope my card arrived in time.” I don’t remember her hands and face being so covered with liver spots. “Katie, what are you doing here?”

“We missed you, Mom. It’s been a really long summer, very hard, very hot.”

“You still don’t have an air conditioner, Katie?”

I shake my head. “There’s none around. Believe me, I’ve been looking. But we’re fine, really.” 

“Oh, Katie, you all must be going crazy.”

Lucky is playing with my mom’s rings. She’s got her wedding ring on still, and her mom’s wedding ring, my grandmother’s, which is crusty with opals, and both look like they’ll never come off again, her knuckles are that swollen. She sighs. “I’ll get my purse.”

Eno’s Hardware is open until seven in the summer. We all file in. My mom tells the boy who must be Mr. Eno’s grandson, about Ray’s age, that we need an air conditioner. The boy has a pimpled forehead and glasses, and when he speaks his voice cracks a bit. “I’ll check in the back.” 

My mom tells Lucky she can choose one treat from the bins on the counter. Lucky goes for a mini tape measure that’s also a key chain. Ray says, “No thanks, Grandma,” to his treat, so Lucky gets to choose again, which is a can of roasted peanuts with a Blue Jays logo. 

“Are you still playing, Ray?” my mom asks.

“Well, sort of. I took a bit of a break this summer.”

The boy comes back. “We have one left, but it’s the deluxe model.” 

“That’s just fine,” my mom tells him, reaching into her purse for her large leather wallet. 

I used to come to Eno’s with my dad and Danny to buy seeds, shovels, to get keys cut or watch them shake up the paint in the machine in the back. The store is just as cramped and crooked, with shelves to the ceiling loaded with boxes of hardware stuff. My dad bought our bikes here, too, with banana seats and spangled spokes. I long to ride a bike again. I long to ride a bike with Danny, exploring the Radiance backcountry, shoplifting candy, the way it was before our dad died and my sister, as I had known her, was gone. Was I gone, too? Is that how Danny would describe it? After our dad died, my big sister got cold and distant and shut me out of everything she loved in the world. I’ve never tried to see Danny and me through Danny’s eyes. 

Mr. Eno’s grandson wheels the giant box out to the car. He and Ray load it into the hatch. “I always loved how much room this car has, don’t you think, Katie?”

“Me, too, Mom,” I say. 

She stands back to take a better look at her old car. “Though you’ve put it through the ringer, haven’t you?”

“I have, Mom. But it’s a really great car.”



We stay in my mom’s suite overnight, first picking up a bucket of chicken on the way back from the hardware store. It’s the coziest I have felt in years, sitting on my mom’s carpeted floor watching baseball with her and my kids, eating salty, greasy, crusty chicken. She’s got white wine in her fridge, and there’s a full wall displaying all the pictures and kids’ artwork I have sent her. And there’s a framed magazine spread of Danny, Marty, their kids. Danny looks different to me now, like an autonomous adult, and a successful one, by the name of Danette Smith. I squint at the photograph, scrutinizing her nose for bumps, other signs of physical trauma, like the crescent scar contouring her cheekbone. She’s cut her fair hair into a soft layered bob, and her white blouse contrasts her Mediterranean glow beautifully. She’s shed her scrappy past and looks contently French now. She also looks like me. There are creases around her mouth, and that wrinkle between her eyebrows is nearly as deep as mine. Her manicured hands grip her daughter’s shoulders just a bit too tightly. Our dad’s death killed us as sisters. I got mad, she got sad, but we both channelled those feelings into music, so that much about us is the same. I should have contacted her years ago. But she might have thought it was opportunistic.

“Come back soon, Katie, for more than one night.”

I promise my mom I will. 

“Call me anytime.”

“Okay,” I tell her, but I know I won’t do this, not until I can get back on my feet again. 

“It’s not easy being a mom on your own,” my mom says. “But you’re doing great.”

She tightens her bathrobe and stands up from the couch. It’s only then, after all these years, I realize that my mom was a single mom, too. Her kids were older, and she was widowed not divorced, but both are terrible and rip your life apart. 

“You were always called a widow, Mom, but you know all about this, single parenting.” 

She smiles and rolls her eyes, sits down on the couch again. “You finally see it from my point of view. And you and Danette were a handful.” 

“How is Danny?” I ask her, for the first time in years. 

My mom points to the framed magazine story. “She’s good. Very busy.”

“What would happen if I emailed her, Mom? Or sent a text?”

“Call her, Katie. Use your voice. You’ll both know what to say.”

“It’s been so long.”

“It’s never too late. And I won’t be around forever. To see you two make up is all I want before I croak.” 

“Mom!” 

“Well, I’m just being realistic, Katie.” My mom finds Danny’s number in her phone book; it’s long, with a +33, and my mom’s handwriting is a bit shaky. We leave her air conditioner on all night, humming in the window. 



It’s been just a day and a half since we left to get Ray. But our house on Ferndale looks much worse, so open and exposed, plunked as it is at one of the most congested intersections in the city. The street sign out front is still bent over ninety degrees. The weeds are to the knees. But the Halloween ghost is gone, and the empties. We have to move to a new place. We just have to. 

Ray and I carry the air conditioner inside, up the steps, and set it up. Ray doesn’t know how to fit the hose in the window, so I decide then and there this kid is going to learn how to build things, take care of himself, his sister, and anyone else who needs it. 

It’s a portable AC, taller than Lucky, sleek and black with digital features on top. No need to put anything together, the extra-long exhaust hose goes right in the window, and you can roll it around on its wheels, so we could, theoretically, set it up in another room, like our bedrooms, and not have to sleep together on the couch anymore. I set it for the lowest temperature, sixteen degrees Celsius. It kicks in right away. We sit on the sofa, quiet with the air conditioner, with each other, for about one minute and then Ray turns on the TV, looking for baseball, and Lucky dumps the dinosaurs on the floor. All back to normal. But, really, it’s not.



Friday morning. The day of my library interview. Ray says, “Why can’t Austyn come watch Lucky?” He’s up early — I think fishing with Nick got him in the habit. “Oh, well, babysitters come and go,” I say in a lame, muddled way. He shrugs, says, okay, he’s fine watching Lucky, so I go for a run to the Fake Farm. 

It’s only seven in the morning, but the air has that thick, buttery feel already, and it sinks in fast, as soon as I step onto the porch, now that our apartment is crisply cool. As I follow the road around the silos, Sister Kate comes running towards me. I raise my hand, wave, and I slow down to stop, to talk to this woman who I still want to believe in, but she keeps going. “Hi, Kate,” she huffs. That’s all she says. Her robes stir up a breeze as she passes, and the fabric of the veil flutters out, grazing my arm just a bit. 

I follow her. But she’s already past the dry-cow pasture. The woman is young, and I can’t keep up with her pace. I marvel at her speed, that fluidity, assisted by the robes that fly out behind her like wings taking flight, and so I slow down, my lungs gasping at the hot air. Across the cornfield, the tripod coyote disappears into the farm forest, where more tents are just visible through the trees. The skull-and-crossbones flag is now tied to a birch, flying openly, the name of which rushes back to me: Jolly Roger. Beside this pirate flag is another black flag, with that classic anarchist A the punks all painted on the backs of their leather jackets with whiteout from typing class. Hermes has gathered some comrades. And I’m glad punk’s not dead. We need them now more than ever. Those Cold War times seem so quaint, compared to this amorphous threat that hems us in, lingering and hot. I’m dying for a cool breath of shade, but I don’t go into the farm forest. 



I put on my red sundress, washed in the tub last night after the kids were asleep, and hung to dry by the air conditioner, so the cotton is stiff, crispy. Grey has already invaded the Xtra Easy, so I touch up my roots with mascara, which I then apply to my lashes. I look okay. I look okay because it’s been two nights straight of sleeping with air conditioning — at my mom’s and now at our apartment — so I feel better, more lucid. Heat really fries the brain. I’m sure this summer would have been different for me if I had been sleeping in some nice AC.

After we get back from my interview with Molly at the library, we’ll celebrate with pizza. No matter what happens, it’s a step forward for me, and for us. If it goes well, we’ll walk down for wood-burning pizza at What Would the Neighbourhood Think? If it doesn’t go well, we’ll walk the other way, to Pizza-ghetti’s, ask for extra mushrooms.

We’re late, then the bus is late, so we get in a cab — the kids come with me and my Seagull — to the main branch, downtown. 

There’s a good kids’ area, with wooden puzzles and beanbag chairs. Ray grabs some sport magazines and then sits in a beanbag while Lucky pulls picture books off the shelf, flipping through the pages quickly, then discarding the book, going in for another. 

I’m at the circulation desk, guitar in hand; mice teeming in a nest in my stomach again. The girl working the desk calls up for Molly to come down. “A Kate is here to see you,” she says. 

There’s an escalator in the middle of the library, connecting the ground floor to the top ones, and dominating the building in a way that must have seemed futuristic when the place was built, all those decades ago. I stand at the bottom, looking up, watching for this Molly. 

I see her shoes first, coming down the escalator’s moving stairs. Shiny blood-red Birkenstocks with pink socks to the knees. Then her lean body, a dress that is familiar, eggplant in colour, and a cardigan, lime green and crocheted, like my mom’s. Owlish eyeglasses in bright, metallic purple hang from a cord around her neck, resting her chest.

Then her face. Breezy’s face. Because Molly is Breezy. 

Of course she is. 



Breezy, who is Molly, is a perfectly stereotypical librarian. But also, she is not: forties, fashionable, riding her bike to work, living in a house painted to look like the Greek flag. She’s probably just a nice, normal person. That feeling of envy bubbles up. But she did feed me to the wolves, blowing her whistle over Soc or whatever. What did she say, that my story was interesting? The climate change piece of it? 

As Breezy steps off the escalator, I catch a little flinch pass over her face. Just like my face must show the flash of shock. 

“So. Kate. You’re here.” She’s got a clipboard under one arm. Neither of us offers to shake the other one’s hand. “This way.” Ray and Lucky are still sunk into their beanbags, engrossed in their publicly funded reading material. Good. I don’t want them to see Breezy, who is Molly. 

I should stay put, turn around, get the kids, and go home, but I follow her, under the escalator, past a configuration of computers set up for public use. It’s cool in here, so of course it’s packed with people who have no AC. Breezy, who is Molly, opens the door of a study room. There’s a wooden table, four chairs, fluorescent lights overhead. She closes the door. The click is ear splitting. We are alone now, just the two of us.

“Please make yourself comfortable.”

I do this as much as I can, trapped in this room with the woman I accused of stealing my daughter and who I attacked for it, pushing her down onto the dirty Ferndale sidewalk, among other things. 

So, I pull out a chair, lay my guitar case on the floor, lean over, open it, take out my guitar and a pick, look up at her. Her. Her legs are crossed, and her face is stiff. “Whenever you’re ready,” she says.

“Um, okay.” My heart is beating hard. “This is weird, huh,” I say with a small smile.

All I get is: “Yes. Well, sort of. I thought it was you when you called.” 

“And you agreed to see me?”

“I did. Because I got your note. Without that, I don’t know.”

I clear my throat. “I’m sorry, Molly. I was really rash and harsh. I blamed you for something serious. And I hurt you in different ways. I also broke my promise, remember, to come clean? But I did do it, the harassment. That was me.” Sincere and authentic, like the apology video was supposed to be, but no critique of the form. Just heartfelt sorry. 

Molly looks at her clipboard, reminding me of Gail and her clipboard. Professional women, both of them, assessing me. My worthiness. To work. To parent. Basic things that become really complicated and very precious when they are taken away. Molly and Gail don’t understand that. 

“Your retaliation wasn’t called for,” Molly says in a firm voice. “I even had a camera installed on my porch.” Molly looks at me hard. She perfects her posture and smooths out her skirt. “That news story was already online—” 

“But you drew attention to it, tweeting it out, passing judgment. Otherwise, that dumb article would have been just another mundane Your Local piece to fill up some space.” 

Now Molly’s doodling on the paper clipped to the board. The study room is small. Silence buzzes. Something somewhere is rattling. Molly’s pencil scratches the paper. “It’s hard to imagine the consequence of a tweet sometimes.” 

I nod. “You know, I lost my job because of all that pile-on you started. And lost my son, too, for a bit.” I’m getting angry again, so I smooth my palms along the wood of my Seagull, refocus. “Anyway, that’s my side of it, and I am sorry for my part.”

Molly clears her throat and looks at me. “Me, too. I am sorry, too.” She stands and offers me her open hand. “But there was also lots of support for you, if you had read through the conversations. Your story opened things up.”

I also stand. We face each other. Her handshake is comfortably firm. “I guess. That’s a way to see it.”

We sit. 

“Tell me about your experience playing guitar. And with kids.”

And I tell her, Molly. About teaching myself to play guitar in Radiance, about the Toy Boats, how I stopped playing in public when Ray was born, though I don’t say why exactly. About the happy discovery that I love working with kids, and I miss it. 

“Well, thanks,” Molly says, standing up and checking her watch. 

“But don’t you want to hear me play?”

Does Molly actually blush? “Right. Of course. The room is soundproof, by the way.” 

I’m just about to launch into my first song, but Molly cuts in. “Wait. Sorry, I need to say that I’ve already heard you sing and play.”

“Oh?” 

“Well, on Ferndale. Sometimes, I would stand on the corner and listen to you. You were on your porch. My roommates joined me. At night, when the traffic was quieter. We could hear you.” 

“Oh?” I say again. 

Molly doesn’t say she liked what she heard. Just that she heard me. 

Then I start to play. First, some kids’ standards, “Baby Beluga” and “Animal Crackers,” both such brilliant songs. It’s so hard to write for kids. Then I play two songs for Molly, though I don’t tell her that. “Heat Wave,” then the one about Lucky. I’m calling it “Any Mom.” 


All those eyes 

lies, humid skies 

it could happen to anyone

any mom 

it happened to us 

sorry

it happened to us.



When that’s over, I don’t look up at her. Then I go for some folk stuff, blues, country. I’ve been playing so much since my car was stolen that I’m just smoking. No wonder my busking does so well at Flower Pot Beach. My fingers are beautifully callused, and my voice is callused, too, but these are things people listening to music don’t hear: all the practice and pain that goes into playing your music and singing your songs every single day. Over and over until the practice makes it real. 

I get to the end. Allow for a moment of silence. Look up. 

Molly says, “Thank you.” 

My resumé is in my purse, rolled into a tube with an elastic around it. Molly takes this when I pass it to her. “I will let you know by Monday.” 

“Thanks,” I say, “for listening to me.”

Molly is already at the door. “Do you know your way back to the circulation desk?”

“Of course.” 

“Have a good weekend, Kate.” Then she leaves. The door clicks shut. Above me, the fluorescent lights buzz. I stay for a while, long enough to play a few more songs.

Tonight, the pizza will be from Pizza-ghetti’s.



I check my bank account. A deposit for $1,000 from Cherish Childcare Centre went through a few days ago. Ms. Allison worked some magic. And Louis’s little bluegrass troupe, the Professionals, is headlining at a club downtown today, Saturday. Matt says Louis will invite me to join them on stage at the end of the set to play a few standards. Then I could play something of my own.

It’s been ages since I played with anyone. I spend the day in front of the AC practising. 

The gig starts late, at nine. That seems so late now. It is so late. Ray is old enough to stay home by himself. Ms. Allison suggests a sleepover with Lucky.

Pack her PJs and toothbrush, she texts. Maria is so excited. 

I don’t know how I feel about a sleepover, kind of like I miss Lucky already. But Lucky’s thrilled about sleeping over with Ms. Allison and Maria. She’s set her PJs and stuffie by the front door, all ready for tonight. 

“What’s Lucky talking about? A sleepover?” Ray has been playing baseball again, so he’s in the shower for what seems like a full hour after coming home. I don’t say anything about the water bill. Not yet. There’re still eggshells everywhere, little landmines of them. Or maybe his moodiness is because he’s thirteen. I mentioned prematurely the possibility of moving to a new apartment. I did it to mitigate his disappointment when I told him the truth about the car, and that he’ll have to take the bus or ride his too-small bike to get around. “When are we moving, Mom?” he asks at least three times a day. 

He doesn’t smell like Olde Wood anymore. Nick must have turned him on to that charcoal soap he uses now; he hides the wet bar in his bedroom. I tell him about the gig and Ms. Allison watching Lucky. “I might be as late as midnight getting in.”

Ray’s eyes get hard. Water droplets roll down his face from his wet hair. The neck and shoulders of his T-shirt slowly darken. “I can take care of Lucky. Why not ask me?”

“Well, Ray.” Then I save myself from telling him it’s because I didn’t even think of him because I couldn’t imagine him putting Lucky to bed by himself and waiting alone, just the two of them, for me to come home. “I thought you’d want to come to the gig.” 

“Really? At some bar?”

“Might be an all-ages thing. Or I’m sure it can be arranged.”

He’s happy. “I’m going to tell Simone. She’ll be jealous, Mom.” 

“I don’t know about that,” I say. “Isn’t she off to L.A.?”

“She sent me some clips, you know, of you and your band with Dad. Live shows and that ‘Diving Board’ video.”

“Oh?” 

“Yeah, and, well, you were way better than Dad.” Ray is shy telling me that he found out about me as Kat. “I always took for granted that you played music, like it’s normal for me, but it’s not normal.”

“Thanks,” I say. 

“But what happened to the other girl, the one on bass?”

“Girl?” I truly don’t know who he means for a minute. Girl? “Oh, Danny. You mean Danette.”

“My aunt?” Ray says, nodding, “Dad told me a bit.” He mumbles something, walking away. It feels like I have deprived Ray and Lucky of having a family, cousins and all that. The urge to call Danny is almost sickening. 



Ms. Allison’s apartment is in a high-rise in the south end, far from Cherish Childcare Centre, where she drives in her minivan, there and back, there and back, and she’s always in her classroom setting up the craft stations at seven thirty sharp in the morning. 

“Number seven, Lucky,” I tell Lucky, and she presses the “7” on the elevator’s button panel. She’s starting to see numbers everywhere, pointing and saying them out loud. 

Maria opens the door. Lucky is a bit shy, so instead of using words she just holds out her backpack, with PJs and toothbrush, that blue bear from Rotten Ronnie’s. 

Ms. Allison greets us in fuzzy slippers. Her apartment is warm, buzzing with the sound of box fans, and less organized than I had pictured. She hugs Lucky, she hugs me. “Can you stay for tea, Kate?” Lucky already has her shoes off — gosh, her feet are dirty from the park — and is sitting on the floor in the living room with Maria, who has set up a tea party with some stuffies: fox, rabbit, bear, and one lone reptile, a fuzzy green turtle.

“Maria will have fun. She’s sorted out all her toys for Lucky and set up a bed in her room.” We sit in the kitchen, the moms having a tea party of their own. The tea is milky, and the cookies are the same almond ones from the cooling centre. “Thanks for the tea. For Lucky. For asking Mr. Klaus for my pay. I am very grateful, Ms. Allison.” 

Ms. Allison shakes her head. “Call me just Allison, please. And it’s nothing. My pleasure. I know how it is. And I have just one child.” 

“Well, Ray can be a big help. Sometimes, anyway. He’s thirteen, you know, and a bit moody, especially after all that’s happened.”

“I’m so glad Ray came back. What a joy.” Ms. Allison refills my teacup. “How is your case going now, if I may?”

I shrug and admit I don’t really know. “The social worker is taking forever to get back to me with her report. The police haven’t followed up. At least Ray’s dad dropped the custody thing. But, you know, his lawyer posted a video of me on the internet?”

“Lawyers . . . well, I don’t want to paint everybody with the same brush.” Ms. Allison tells me she spent four years in the family court system battling her ex. “The only ones who win in family court are the lawyers. I lost so much money and energy in order to so-called ‘win.’” Allison tells me about her now ex-husband harassing her, lawyers charging $500 per hour. “For one hour! And they bill you in ten-minute intervals!” She says, “The worst part is having to ‘behave’ and not show anger. If you do, it’s held against you, so you look like a bad mother, unregulated. You must just sit there and take the nasty comments and lies about you.” 

Maria and Lucky are laughing in the living room. Maria sits still while Lucky roughly combs her hair and decorates it with butterfly clips. 

“I know,” I say, trying not to smile, but it’s such a relief to share this common experience with her. “I really know and understand.” Maybe one day I’ll show Allison the “Batshit Crazy Mom” video. 

We look at each other across the kitchen table, a small table because the kitchen is small. I imagine Allison and Maria eating supper here after getting home from Cherish. How quiet those evenings must be, just the two of them. Maybe they eat in front of the TV like we do, so the apartment feels fuller, busier. 

It’s time to go. I want to practise a bit more before the gig. And it’s a long bus ride home. “Call me if Lucky needs to come home early. Like if she can’t sleep.”

I hug Lucky right into my bones. It’s our first night apart. Well, not counting the hospital. She squirms away. “Bye, Mama!” Then she runs off with Maria. 

“We’ll have supper, then a little bit of a movie, then bed,” Allison says. I’m just standing there, stuck there. “She’ll be fine, Kate.” Allison touches my arm, breaking my spell. 

“Okay, thanks. Thank you, Allison.” I just go, take the elevator down to street level and pass through the glass doors back into the heat. 



We leave at eight thirty, take the bus downtown to a club called McFly’s. The bus driver is the same one I gave the finger to. Did I really yell “eat my shit” at him that day? So I push Ray and my guitar to the back, avoiding the security mirrors. 

“You’re going to be great, Mom,” Ray tells me. 

“Are my nerves that obvious?” I look down at my red sundress and old tennis shoes. It’s an awkward look, but I can’t get on stage wearing sandals. Unsafe and not very cool. 

My Seagull takes up a lot of room on a crowded bus. Finally, it’s our turn to exit. 

The club’s marquee is a shock: The Professionals with Toy Boats Kat Smith. I didn’t agree to use the Toy Boats, but it’s also fine. I am only playing new stuff. 

The show isn’t all-ages. But Louis confirmed Ray can sit up front with Ben and Matt and me. Ray really stands out in his khaki shorts and ball cap, his white T-shirt that’s almost glowing in the dark. The crowd is a good size, most in their thirties, like Matt and Ben, with lots of hair dyed a dark, mouldy-looking green, tattoos, and Birkenstocks. And no one is smoking, because it’s not allowed anymore, and there’s lots of non-alcoholic drink options, kombucha, and artisanal lemonade, not just cheap draft beer slopped in a plastic cup, which is what I long for. I get a bottle of something brewed locally. Ray gets a lemonade for nearly ten dollars, paid for with some of the cash my mom sent for his birthday.

Matt and Ben are already here. I get hugs; there are handshakes for Ray. Matt’s carrying some big flat box in a grocery bag. The opening band is playing, so it’s too loud to say much. 

Matt and Ben take Ray and me backstage, which is just a messy little room with fluorescent lighting and a lot of half-empty bottles, balled-up chocolate-bar wrappers, and guitars, every kind of guitar, plus a banjo. The Professionals are crammed in here, too. Louis is a small, compact ball of energy, his arms sleeved in tattoos. He bounds over. “Kate, thrilled to meet you!”

“Thanks for the invite,” I say as we shake. His hand is not just warm, it’s hot. 

“You’re one of the greats, Kate. Seriously!” He introduces me to the rest of his band, four other energetic young people in black jeans and leather vests.

We decide to wait backstage. When the Professionals go on, Matt, Ben, and Ray will rejoin the audience, with me staying in the wings as the special guest. 

“Anyone know ‘Moving On’?” I ask, taking out my Seagull. “I could use a run-through with you guys.” 

It feels really good, sinking into the rhythms of the other musicians. We are all musicians. We sit in a rough circle, perched on arms of chairs and a coffee table, me standing, and we keep up with one another and riff a bit here and there, Louis playing a stand-up bass. And they let me sing. We sound okay. I don’t think the audience is too picky. I agree to play two of my own originals after the on-stage jam. “I’ll need one more beer, though.”

While we sit around tuning up, Ray chats easily with Matt and Ben about the Blue Jays, fishing with his dad. “The best was early morning. There’d be all these loons in the mist, so close to the boat. That was awesome.” Jumping off the rocks was also awesome. Building a firepit with wood he chopped and dried. Boy shit.

“Hey, I almost forgot!” Matt pulls the box out of the grocery bag. It’s a video game thing, just like he promised that day. Was it the first day I met him? A PS1? Is that it?

Ray says a polite “thank you,” but seems confused about this gift, out of the blue. And now he has a giant box to carry around McFly’s. Then they leave; thumbs-up and a hug, more thumbs. Ray forgets the video game stuff propped up by the door.

Louis brings me a bottle of beer. “You must have read my mind,” I say.

We cheers. “Matt says really good things about you, Kate. Like he did about Irena.” 

“Sure,” I say, carefully sipping my beer. I could drain the whole thing, I’m that nervous. “I like him a lot, too. I think we were destined to be friends.” 

Allison texts me a picture of Lucky, sound asleep on a bed of pillows on Maria’s floor. She’s clinging to one of Maria’s stuffies. This sleepover is a little vacation for Lucky, because of course she needs a break from her mama. And when was the last time I was out at night? Not one time, not since Lucky was born, nearly four years ago. She went to sleep without any trouble and was very happy here. Your daughter is strong and secure.

I want to write back and say this was the best thing anyone has said to me in so long. But the Professionals are up next. Then it’s my turn. I send a smiley face and put my phone away. Far away. And for the next forty minutes or so, I’m just going to play.



The stage is hot. My sundress sticks, feet are swelling in the tennis shoes. A few hoarse voices shout “Sticking to Pills”! The lights are blinding, depending on where you stand, and I can’t see Ray or Matt, though I’m squinting and shading my eyes. I’ve got my bottle of water, half a beer, a microphone of my own, and my guitar. People in the front of the crowd are maybe a metre away. Once, kids at shows would mosh or crowd surf, now they hold up their phones, recording us, me. I don’t like this. But I can’t control this. 

There’s a girl in the crowd, a young woman with long blond braids. She’s jeering me, saying something shitty. Batshitty. The girl is calling out “batshit” as she leans up against the bar, smoking a cigarette, which isn’t allowed, so everyone’s moving away, giving her space, like she’s spreading a disease, or has pulled out a weapon. I shouldn’t be able to see her at all because the light’s in my eyes. But I do see her. She could be anyone. A bouncer (Are they still called that?) finally comes and pulls the woman aside. She smiles, blows a ring of smoke, lets the bouncer escort her out. She’d rather smoke than stay and listen. 

Louis cues me in. The banjo player, forget his name, introduces me as Kate Smith from the Toy Boats. And the crowd swells with applause and whistles that take over McFly’s for several minutes as I am welcomed back to the music world. It’s all any artist of any kind wants, that feeling of acceptance. Maybe it’s all anyone, anywhere, really wants. And when it’s not there, you look for it in the wrong places. And that’s dangerous. I miss Cherish suddenly. Those beautiful kids who don’t judge. 

I play. We play. The band I am part of tonight. Together. The songs are standards: “Moving On,” “Over Easy,” and “Debbie Rides a Motorcycle.” Then the band walks off and leaves me alone with my songs. And with the audience, though I can’t really see it. I can feel it, though; a mass of eyes and a cloud of sweaty, vinegary scent. And heat, this audience of maybe 200 radiates heat. 

It’s okay. My old confidence comes back. I can play like this. I do play. My Seagull and I hold that club tight and focused for three songs. “Heat Wave,” “Any Mom,” and the breakup song I wrote for Austyn, “Not Going to Go.”

Then I do a few encores, because the audience wants more. 

My sundress is soaked by the end. My hand shades my eyes as I scan the audience, searching for a face in the crowd. It’s the face I know the best, better than my own — Ray’s face, my son’s face — and when I find it, I become myself again, washed in bright, hot light, on that stage at McFly’s.



We make it home on the last bus of the night. Sit together on the couch. Baseball highlights. Bright pitched a no-hitter. Ray pays less attention, which is maybe a good thing, his fixation on this sport is waning now, opening him up to other things. 

“It’s so weird not having Lucky here,” Ray says. 

“I can’t wait to pick her up tomorrow.” I tell him I’ll get up early and do it, go down there on the bus. I made pretty good money tonight, but I need to curb the cabs. “Thanks for coming, Ray.”

“You were so good, Mom.” Then he asks me for a sip of my beer. I get him a glass, one he normally uses for milk, pour it half full. 

“To new friends.” He drinks the beer easily, because of course his dad gave him beer. Or else Simone did that. “Are you going to set up your video game?” I ask him, remembering the box in the hall.

“It’s kind of an old one, Mom. And I think I’d rather play games outside, you know? Get some fresh air.” I love Ray for that. His conservative views sometimes make sense. We sleep in our own rooms, for the first time all summer.

My ears are ringing from the show. All of me is ringing. I get up and make some toast. Drink a glass of milk. The Toy Boats used to stuff ourselves after we played a show, pizza and pot, washed down with rum and cola; it took until noon the next day to sleep it all off. 

I look at the picture of Lucky that Allison texted me. Then I find the scrap of paper with Danny’s phone number held to the fridge with a magnet. With the time change, it’s about 7 a.m. in France. Danny is a parent to little ones, so I don’t think it’s too early to call. I swallow my lumps and dial, getting a voicemail in French. “Hi, Danette,” I say into the void of my sister’s phone. “It’s Kate. I’m sorry, Danny. It would be great to hear from you, when you’re ready.” 

Then I regret the call. Danny’s just going to think I want something from her, like connections, money, some part of her success. I could look her up on the Socs, peep in on her life, but I don’t.

When I do finally fall asleep, it’s twisted in the blank spot in my bed where Lucky should go.



Lucky gives me a running hug when I pick her up from Allison. She pulls me around the apartment by my arm, hard, showing me all the exciting features of the sleepover, like her pillow-bed on Maria’s floor, the pipe-cleaner flowers they made this morning, and Allison’s electric toothbrush. 

“It was really good,” I tell Allison when she asks about the gig. “I actually can’t wait to do another. And write more songs.” 

She’s genuinely happy for me. “Maybe one day, a recording of some kind?”

“Maybe.” But I don’t want to go back to recording. Too permanent. Too forever. 

After I bring Lucky home on the slow Sunday bus, I hook onto Wi-Fi and pay the rent. I have enough, with that $1,000 from Cherish and the money from the gig. 

The nearest grocery store is seven blocks away. Ray asks if we can take a cab there. I tell him that if we take a cab, then we can’t spend as much on food. “It’s just the way it is right now. We’ve got to cut back when we can.” 

“What about Matt? Can’t he lend you the Crayola?”

“Aw, Ray, it’s not the Crayola anymore. I know. It totally sucks. You have every right to be mad at me. We have to be more independent than asking Matt all the time.”

Ray says in that case he’ll stay at home. He doesn’t want to go shopping. The anger gurgles in my throat, and I almost yell at him, because he doesn’t get a choice about pitching in. Instead, I say very slowly, “When I was thirteen, I mowed lawns and babysat. I bought my first guitar all by myself.” 

His face falls and I think he might cry. He disappears into his room before I can give him a hug like I want to. 

I grab Lucky and the wagon and a couple of backpacks. We’re three blocks up Wadlington, past the doughnut store and the park with the twisty slide I promise Lucky we can visit on the way back, unless we buy frozen stuff. My back is dripping with sweat, and my backpack isn’t even full of bulky groceries yet. Footsteps come thumping up the sidewalk behind us. “Mom!” 

It’s Ray. His face is red and he’s huffing. Some woman he almost bumped into as he charged after us passes by, giving us the stink eye and muttering. I agree with her, we are taking up the whole sidewalk. 

Ray takes the wagon handle from me. He’s got a backpack on, too. As we walk, he says, “I want to get a job, Mom. I just don’t know how.”

“Are you sure you can handle that, with baseball and school?”

Lucky in the wagon says, “Mama, am I going to go to school?” 

“Yup, Lucky,” Ray says, turning around. “You’re a big girl now. We’ll both start school in one week and a bit.” He’s wearing a new shirt, with a collar and logo, and his running shoes are bright-white high-tops. I’m getting to know Ray now, Ray as he is becoming. When he was born, a red bundle in a downy cotton swaddle, I thought my son as a teenager would play bass with me, maybe drums, inherit my best rock tees and instruments. Here he is in a collared shirt, dressed for a post-game news conference, like Eddie Bright, but also like Ray.

He’s right, my son, Lucky’s big brother, Lucky will go to school. She can add and subtract low numbers and write her name in block letters. Ray taught her. She’s older than I think, though a baby still, to me anyway. How will I let her out of my sight, for a whole day? And then five days, Monday to Friday? 



The car idling in our driveway is Gail’s. We roll up with a wagon full of groceries. Ray learned spaghetti carbonara from Nick and Simone, and so he’s cooking for Lucky and me tonight. “Bacon-and-egg spaghetti,” he translates the name so Lucky will go in for this weird new event in our house: cooking something hot and fresh. 

Gail scrolls on her phone, and she idles her engine, the tailpipe leaking a grey mist of hot smoke. I concede this to Breezy: idling a car just to run the AC is obnoxious. I was obnoxious to do that. I was also boiling hot, so were my kids, so it’s more complicated than that. 

Gail rolls down her window. Pushes her sunglasses onto her head. “Kate.” She nods at my wagon full of groceries. “Ah, yes, life without a car.” She’s sweating despite the cool air tumbling out of her window. Lucky and Ray disappear inside with the groceries, likely to root through the bags for their two-bite macaroons and chips and juice. “Forgive me for the delay, but I wanted you to have this as soon as possible.” The envelope is plain white, the long business kind. My name is written on the front in all caps, with “Office of Child Welfare” customized in the top left. 

“Anyway,” she touches her foot to the gas, so her engine revs, “the investigation is all good — case closed, in other words — and you’re my last client because I quit my job and I’m going back to school.” I don’t need to ask Gail what she’s going to be studying, she’s bursting to tell me. “Creative writing,” she says with such vigour the sunglasses slide off her head, but she catches them. “It’s my turn to tell my story, follow my dreams. Though I’ll be close to sixty years old by time it’s published as a book.” 

“Well, good for you. It’s never too late to make a change.”

“It’s easy to demonize social workers, cops, all that. So, my book will present a more balanced view. Our job is hard, necessary, and comes with lots of pain, and some joy, you know?” Gail pumps the brakes. “I know I don’t always get it right. I can admit that. I will admit that.” 

“Yes, of course.” 

“Good luck, Kate.” Gail backs out of our driveway. 

From inside, I watch through the curtains as Gail reverses her car into Ferndale traffic, cutting off a minivan. I wonder if I’ll be in her book, some frazzled mom who made her own bed and wouldn’t sleep in it. Can’t control that. So I push away the thought.

And I don’t open Gail’s envelope because I just want to make bacon-and-egg spaghetti with my kids. 



Another day passes. Then another. Heat traps time, heavy waves of it, drift and whirl, then settle in, crushing our chest like a boiled brick. This thing is called a bubble, one with thick, membranous skin, a hot kind of jelly bubble, holding us in, keeping us sticky, pruned of flesh, lungs filled with scorched oxygen. 

Our deluxe-model AC unit runs constantly, and yet our apartment is still baking. Public health begins issuing orders. Stay home. Seek Shelter. Chew on ice cubes. @air-conditioned-nightmare reports: 


Think of the animals. Dogs are dying too. When was the last time you saw a cat out roaming? Rats are proliferating though, in a city so ripe and festering.



Check on neighbours, especially the elderly and vulnerable, anyone without air conditioning. 

And because we have been told not to drive, traffic on Ferndale has thinned. Many of those disobedient cars have overheated and been abandoned. Weirdly, as I walk right across Ferndale’s empty lanes, I don’t look both ways, just straight ahead, then I’m up the front steps and onto the porch of the doughy old couple who live across Ferndale and who have watched so much happen at my house this summer. As I wait for someone to answer my knock, I take in the front lawns that have turned to dust, the sagging highway overpass, and our house, seeing it fresh from this distanced perspective, and without a wall of traffic to impair the view. It looks like any other house, silent and well-sealed, concealing all the bad behaviour and good times within brick, glass, and faded curtains. A normal house, generic, just like anybody else’s house, but it’s also notably shabby, slumped a bit on one side, and the bricks are holding in so much heat, they seem to shimmer from where I stand, looking in on my life. The doughy man answers the door. The top of his freckled head comes just to my shoulder. A shiny wooden cane props up his thin frame. He’s in an undershirt and pyjama shorts.

“Are you okay? I live across the street.”

“I know,” he says. “I know who you are.” His house isn’t air-conditioned either. He says they’re okay. They have a few fans. “A cross-draft,” he says. “Like in the old days. It’s bearable.” But the woman upstairs is ninety-two, and it’s roasting up there.

“We have an air conditioner,” I tell him. “She can come over; you can come over, too. The doughy man explains the woman upstairs is frail. “She shouldn’t move.” 

“Really? I can carry her. My son can.” 

He begins to close the door, pushing back on my pushy sense of being a good neighbour. 

So, I do leave, but I come back with our big fan from Ontario Tire. A renegade car honks at me as I cross across Ferndale, the cord dragging behind. The doughy old man doesn’t look surprised. He leans his cane up against the door frame and takes the fan from me. He promises he’ll take it up to the ninety-two-year-old woman cooking upstairs. A sense of doubt flashes through me. Will he do this? Then he closes the door, sealing in the cross-draft. Sealing me out. 

My skin is wet; melted, salted, sponge. An umbrella shields me from the beating sun. The bus that takes me to the end of Ferndale is packed, dripping with bodies fighting to stay cool. Anyone with four dollars for a bus ticket can buy a few hours of AC and tour of the city. Will the transit commission crack down on this? I cross Darling Ave. without needing to wait for the light to change and walk into the Fake Farm, towards the forest, where I’ll check on another one of my vulnerable neighbours. I’m rehearsing in my head how I’ll tell her who I am. Tell her Lucky is fine and still mentions her and Jolly, only it’s more fragmented now. I think of these fragments as bright beads of memory caught in a loose stitch; barnacles that won’t leave my daughter’s brain even though they make less and less sense. And I will ask Hermes: Did you ask Lucky her name and age, and if she was scared? Did you see us running behind you, frantic figures in the rear-view? And where have your mom and family gone?

The birdsong in the farm forest is sparse today, the notes catch in the heat and shrivel there; my own footfalls are brown and crunchy. But the impact of the shade is still palpable, extending a soft, increasingly porous envelope of relief to the life hiding inside here. The life that is panting, chin to the ground, waiting for this to end, before hearts are cooked in their little bodies. I collapse my umbrella. The signs of the encampment I expect to see by this point on the path do not appear. Rather, the path is obstructed by a glaringly white pickup truck, shovels and chainsaws loaded in the back, with a trailer pull hitched behind. Young people, clean-cut and athletic, maybe university students earning their tuition, are breaking the encampment, tossing the vestiges of those who dwelled here — tents, tarps, poles, a bed mattress, beer bottles, water bottles, shampoo bottles, ketchup bottles — into the trailer, which is filling fast with this chaotic selection of lives lived. Someone with a long cherry-picker pole is pulling the flags from the tree branches. Another uses a garden rake to clear the area of the smaller bits and pieces: pill bottles, swimming goggles, about a million batteries. The students are masked, gloved, shielded by as much protective gear as the heat allows. And squirrels and crows are in a frenzy, scavenging food wrappers and a big spill of what I recognize as dog kibble, strewn in the clearing’s dry duff.

“Are they really gone?” I ask a young person in a ball cap and collared shirt. “How do you know they’re not coming back?” 

“Camp hasn’t been used for a week or so. We’re following directions. Before rats come in for the kibble and whatever.” Behind the white mask, the worker’s face is puffy and florid. Hair French-braided. She wipes her forehead with the back of her arm and pulls a balled-up bedsheet from the ground, tosses it into the trailer. As I step into the clearing for a better look, another student grabs my arm. “You can’t go in there,” he says, a drip of sweat hanging off the tip of his nose. “It’s toxic.” 

So I ask the French-braided student, if she is a student, I don’t really know, “Was a woman living here? Do you know?”

She brushes juicy mosquitoes from her hairline. “I don’t think so. We usually find a hairbrush or menstrual products in that case. This camp seemed dude-exclusive to me. Sorry.” 



The buses on Darling are too full, they rip by the shelter where I’ve been waiting, tightly crammed with people. So, I walk, move my body slowly home, withering under the broiling fabric of my umbrella. Hermes withers, too. Or at least the conclusiveness of her withers. I thought I could pin my problems on this single person and say, it was her, she is responsible for what happened, then move on. But the tangle of this summer is larger than that, larger than her, and the tangle envelops all of us, some more tightly than others.



The heat wave has finally dimmed, like someone has clicked down a thermostat, but really a cold front finally pushed its way down from the north, breaking up that bubbled heat. The city revives a bit — not a single blackout for a week — and it feels like life is back to normal. But next summer. And the next summer. The summer after that? How will we move through the world and treat one another kindly when it’s too hard on those hot nights just to get some sleep? @air-conditioned-nightmare has gone offline. Just disappeared, with a final post: 


we are under construction



So many ways to read those words, so simple and so complex. I think @airconditioned-nightmare means not to give up hope as temperatures get hotter, a better tomorrow is possible. And that as people, it means we live our lives as works in progress, and to give grace to ourselves and others. That’s my read, from where I stand. 

And #ferndaleabduction has faded away, too. Rather than heat-related auto crime, the city’s controversy is centred on the new professional hockey rink and condo tower the mayor is proposing to build right in the middle of the Fake Farm. Sure, the city needs housing, but we also need the crops of tomorrow. May a million slick, muscled crows descend upon the excavators and jackhammers, plucking out eyes in protest, stealing hardhats, refusing to budge back into the sky. 

Simone texts me from L.A. See Kate take it back take it back!

The link she sends takes me to my “Batshit Crazy” video on YouTube. But she’s reposted it. Now the sordid scene Nick’s lawyer recorded is soundtracked by “Diving Board” and so it’s not sordid anymore. It’s something else. I’m glad Simone chose a song I wrote with my sister and that we played together. Her intro bass line is smooth, super catchy, then I cut in with an arpeggiated acoustic lead. It’s a song about me and Danny, when were kids.


Toes on edge, don’t look down 

you’ll drown, if you do, but

I won’t let you, you won’t let me 

you won’t let me, I won’t let you 

drown

Hold my hand, we’ll jump together

Splish, splash, swimmer’s rash

Under water, up for air

chlorine burning, frazzled hair 

we jump again, again, again, again, again, again 

we jump together, again

Splish, splash, swimmer’s rash



Simone has slowed the video down and even freeze-framed certain sections, like the moments when I bash the Crayola’s hood and the mirrors, stretching it out so the car-smashing is as long as the song, about three and a half minutes. It looks good. We sound good, too. Our old song sounds new again. I miss Danny again. I keep expecting her to call me back. Yearn to put all that right and have a sister again. I’m done bashing. Time for building. But it’s up to her now.

“Where’s Simone?” Lucky asks. This is her new question, instead of “Where’s Ray?” or “Where’s Austyn”?” or “Where’s Hermes?”

Ray shows her a picture of his other sister on his phone. There are only two pictures so far, and Nick’s in both of them, selfies, his arm slung around Simone’s shoulder. In one they recline on a white leather couch in their L.A. condo, and in the other Simone and Nick pose at the top of some massive skate ramp. Simone’s arm is no longer in a cast, and the sun glints off her shiny black helmet. Maybe Simone’s mom cracked down and makes her wear it. Better yet, Simone is growing up, learning to take care of herself. Like she’s taking care of me. 

I can’t wait to show Matt and Ben the video Simone made. The comments underneath make me yearn to do it all over again. Killer song. Killer band. Best bass line ever. Wish the Boats would get on a reunion tour. Whatever happened to Kat? Awesome musician. She just disappeared. And I can’t wait to tell Matt and Ben that Molly did offer me a gig at the library. I’ve got a job now. A little job. Now I just need to line up some more gigs, keep building that sense of “we” that was lost somewhere, back there, in the loosely stitched beads that make up a life.



It’s late in October now, and the shortened days are not as hot. Thankfully, because the beautiful AC unit my mom paid good money for ended up breaking down. I haven’t told my mom yet, or the kids. Now we have two air-cooling machines dead and gathering dust. And the giant black fan is still across the street with the doughy old people I haven’t seen since that heat-bubbly day when I knocked on their door. I miss the hum of the fan, the thrum of the AC, how the blades and motors masked traffic sounds in a fuzzy erasure of urban noise. So, we no longer gather around the AC or fan as a family. We have dispersed, sleeping in our own rooms at night again, meaning Lucky is with me, and Ray can be alone in his room. Ray installed a latch on the inside of his door, way up high where I’m not supposed to see it, so he can secure his room when he wants to be alone.

I get it. I don’t have any privacy, either, not really, and I do sometimes think about meeting a man, dream about it even. Where would I bring him? Not to Ferndale. The rumpled bed I share with Lucky is only for me and her. Maybe this man would have a place of his own. A house? A house he built himself. There’s a fellow on Ben’s crew who seems to notice me when I drop by his building site on Tuesdays, on my way home from the library. This man looks up when I wave through the fence, once tipped his hardhat my way. There is some grey in his hair, so that’s one thing we have in common. 

We will move somewhere bigger and better. The cheque Nick sent me to compensate for years of unpaid child support (windfall from the sale of his cabin) will help; we may even have enough for a deposit on a house, something modest. We, me and Allison, are talking about starting our own home daycare. “No two-way mirrors or red-eyed cameras in our place, Allison.” Allison really likes the sound of that. “Let’s try for it. We can try.” 

Maybe that’ll happen. I do worry that parents will figure out my history and not want me to look after their children. But I try not to give in to the worry, to fret and fume, as my mom would say, and let a story in my head prevent me from living a full, open life. Right now, I’m playing for kids at the library four days a week, rotating between the branches. Molly set it all up so we don’t ever have to see each other. When I do play the main branch, Mondays at 9 a.m., she’s up in her office at the top of the escalator, and I make sure I stay on the first floor in the activities room when I play. I guess we just have an understanding. 

The library gigs are about an hour, and I get there on the bike I bought myself for my birthday, my forty-seventh. It’s old, with chunky wheels, “vintage.” Painted a bright glossy red lipstick colour, and I took it to a bike shop, so it’s smooth and safe. Riding my bike is forcing me to use a whole new set of muscles and puff differently with my lungs. I don’t run much anymore. And so I don’t go to the Fake Farm, preferring to ride around with a guitar on my back, like the old days in Radiance, with Danny, when it was normal to spend the whole day outside without your mom really knowing where you were. And I also busk, when the weather’s good, and I’m playing regularly with the Professionals, Saturdays at McFly’s, but nothing out of town. Not yet. It’s nothing major or big. 

Actually, it is major and big.

Instead of “Special Guest,” my stage name is Sister Kate. I guess I’m a solo artist now. But also, I’m part of a band. I’m a Professional. Both things can be true at once, singular and plural. 



Lucky comes running out of the kindergarten yard, the glittery keychains Maria gave her for her backpack bouncing away. “Mama!” she calls out, “Mama, I didn’t even miss you!” 

It’s one of the most complicated things Lucky has said to date, almost as complicated as when she asked me, “Mama, will humans go extinct?” 

My kids are in school. My mom’s still healthy. I am scraping together a living with my guitar and as long as I can do that, we’ll be fine. A life that is good and fine. My life.

Lucky and I hold hands walking over to my bike.

“What did you learn today, sweetie?” 

“I learned ‘say-this-five-times-fast.’”

“Oh, like a tongue twister.”

“Uh-huh.” 

“Okay, let’s hear one.”

Lucky smiles and takes a deep breath. “Toy boat, toy boat, toy boat, toy boat, toy boat.” She counts off each utterance with one of her fingers. “What, Mama?” she says because I am no longer smiling. 

“Right! A tongue twister.” How did I choose a tongue twister for a band name and not know it? Did Yoko Ono know that “toy boat” is a tongue twister? Or did she just write the song and invent a tongue twister by mistake? Which came first?

“You try, Mama.”

I put Lucky’s backpack in my saddlebag and lift her into her seat, clip the unicorn helmet under her chin. “Toy boat, toy boat . . .” I garble it up. We laugh. Then we try again, together. “Toy boat, toy boat, toy boat, toy boat, toy boat.” 

The words blend together, making a mess. A mess that makes sense. We ride towards home on my red bike — “Toy boat, toy boat, toy boat, toy boat” — passing the doughnut store where “Sticking to Pills” was playing all those months ago. I have enough money now to buy Lucky a ten-dollar doughnut. We pull over. “Let’s go in and get a few for a treat. Ray will be happy with that.” 

Lucky doesn’t want doughnuts. It’s the usual ninety-nine-cent popsicle she craves, from the convenience store next door. So that’s what we do, lingering to watch the orange hot dogs turn on the rotating grill, and the blue-raspberry mixture swirling in the slushie machine. A group of teenage boys bursts into the store, heading for the nacho station at the back, earphones looped around their necks, basketballs resting between forearm and hip. It’s when Lucky is reaching into the freezer chest for her strawberry popsicle that Ray’s voice warbles over from the nacho station, as he jostles for the cheese pump, laughing and holding his own space with these gangly boys who genuinely seem to be his friends. Ray’s eyes catch mine across the racks of chips and candy. I let him decide how this is going to go. It takes a minute. But he doesn’t shrink up and pretend I’m not here. “Mom!” 

He lets Lucky hold his basketball while he says goodbye to his friends, and he pays for Lucky’s popsicle, my soda, and his nachos with his own money, earned mowing lawns and washing cars with his friends, maybe these same ones, on Sunday afternoons. We leave the store together: Lucky, Ray, and me, Kate. 

While I push my bike, Lucky walks besides me, helmeted, licking drips from between her fingers as the popsicle melts. Ray dribbles his basketball behind us, the thud of the ball grating on my nerves. We turn onto Ferndale. Our rugged street, lined with brick homes that have stood guard against the onslaught of traffic for a century, the brick shedding dust as the automobiles rattle past, rubber particles we can’t see rising from the balding tires, swirling in the air, entering our bodies through our noses and mouths and tear ducts. We taste the rubber. Smell that slow burn. Cry it out on those days when tears trickle forth. I have to get us off this street, save my children’s brains and lungs from the creep of traffic-borne disease. I sound like Breezy now. Like Molly. Molly who was right about that part, the traffic as a beast. The Fake Farm rises ahead. How can there be a farm, right down at the end of Ferndale, bright with golden soy fields and populated with crows and coyotes, dry cows, when we’re choking on traffic just a few blocks away? The friction between the two realities rings in the atmosphere as the pastoral and the city rub against each other, wearing each other down, the urban gaining sway.

Lucky finishes her popsicle. We keep walking, with Ray just behind. We can’t ride on the road here anyway. And the sidewalk is too crated and potholed to cycle with Lucky on the back. 

Ray dribbles along, listening to something on his earphones, and Lucky takes my hand. Her fingers are sticky, grimy, sweaty, sweet, strong. Firm little fingers with bitten nails, dimpled knuckles, wrist wrapped with rubber bands, friendship bracelets clipped with lucky charms. It’s awkward to push my bike with one hand, hold onto Lucky with the other. The pedals clip the backs of my calves. I stumble, curse, try to pull my hand away from Lucky so I can better balance my bike, laden as it is with saddlebags and my own helmet dangling from the handlebar. But Lucky grips my hand, won’t let go, crushing my fingers. She’s pulling me forward, towards our house, just a few blocks up Ferndale now. She’s pointing now, too. I can’t hear her over the quake and rattle of rush-hour buses, airbrakes, raging assholes leaning into their horns. She drops her popsicle stick and wrapper. “Lucky! Pick that up!” Lucky keeps going, pulling me towards home.

“Look, Mama! Look who it is!”

Who it is. Someone is on our porch. Waiting for us. They are sitting in my lawn chair, but their shoulders are peaked, head straight, because they know they have been spotted but are still keeping their cool, or trying to. 

Now, Ray has stopped dribbling his ball. And the earphones come off. “Mom?”

“Who is it, Lucky?” I squint. 

“I think. It’s . . . ?”

A woman. Long hair, pulled back, from which emerges a round face, obscured by late-day shadows. Jeans, runners, shoulder bag. It could be anyone. Any woman. We know many women, they swirl around us in a chorus, telling us what to do, who we are, ought to be. Mother, sister, sitter, skater, friend, neighbour, cop, doctor, nun, librarian, Soc voices that rage so silently — “keyboard warriors,” someone called them. This woman on our porch seems to be known to us (and us to her). Someone who shares some of our history. Someone who wants to see us, tell us something. Lucky gets swept up in the excitement of a visitor, starts running towards her. Then she slows. She looks back at me. “Mama?” 

As we walk, the woman’s face slowly comes into focus. I crumple up inside, like a paper curling under the flame of intense feeling. “It’s okay, Lucky. She’s okay.” I look back at Ray, just a step behind me. “It’s going to be okay.” 

Ray puts his basketball in one of my saddlebags, takes the bike so my hands are unburdened. For some reason I put my helmet on, like Lucky, and so we match. We three walk forth together. Ready for joy, for hurt, for anything. Ready for our ride.
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