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            Frances

         
         Frances hurried down the empty corridor, tote bag and purse slung over one shoulder. The school was a brand-new build but
            already a number of the purple lockers had been vandalized. F.U. Dylan, declared one; Marcy is a hoe, declared another. Normally Frances would have delighted in this spelling error—Marcy is a garden tool—but today it barely registered. She was almost at the doors. They made a familiar metallic clang as she thrust them open.
         

         
         She breathed in the chilly January air, a welcome contrast to the low-grade funk inside. It was a scent that permeated every
            middle school she’d ever visited, the blend of body odour (there were always children who’d hit puberty overnight, before
            anyone could talk to them about deodorant), cheap and overpowering colognes (children who were fully aware puberty had hit and used desperate measures to mask their treacherous new smells), forgotten lunches, gym kits mouldering
            in lockers, and cafeteria french-fry grease.
         

         
         Her heart pounded wildly. There was a ringing in her ears. She glanced over her shoulder, suddenly worried that someone might
            be following her; the pear-shaped principal, for example, who’d said to her, “So, you’re an author, eh? Can’t say I’ve heard
            of your books.”
         

         
         There was no one. She was alone. It was dead quiet. Perhaps eerily so.

         
         Except for the ringing in her ears, which was getting worse.

         
         I think I have done a very bad thing.

         
         She pushed a lock of damp grey hair behind her ear. Damp because the school library had been grossly overheated; damp because at fifty-five she was in full-on menopause and her body ambushed her multiple times a day from the inside out, bathing her in layers of sweat. She zipped up her impractical black leather jacket, chosen because she’d thought it would help her look cool, more relatable; ditto the slightly flared jeans and the short black boots with a modest heel that wouldn’t exacerbate her fallen arches. 

         
         Oh, Frances, listen to yourself. You are a deluded idiot. She walked briskly to Belinda the Beemer, named by her daughter when the car was fresh off the lot over ten years ago, when
            Daisy still thought her mother could do no wrong. She fumbled for her keys and climbed inside.
         

         
         One more glance back at the school. White brick facade, earthquake-proof. Still dead quiet. No one chasing her down. Perhaps I’m making a mountain out of a molehill. Her heart rate started to slow. She punched in home on her GPS, which reminded her that it likely wouldn’t be her home much
            longer, and that made her start to cry, which made her hate herself because how many tears can one person shed, I am so sick of crying! Which only made her cry more.
         

         
         Siobhan—her name for the voice she’d selected on Google Maps—spoke to her in a soothing Irish accent. “Head north on Rupert
            Street.” Frances knew the way home, but Siobhan’s voice was a calming presence, a bit of much-needed company. For that reason,
            she put on Google Maps whenever she used the car these days, even on a run to the grocery store.
         

         
         “It should be okay, Siobhan, don’t you think?” Talking to Siobhan was a relatively new thing. Probably not a healthy thing,
            but no one else was around to hear, so what did it matter? If a tree falls in the forest and all that? “Do you think I can still cash the cheque?” The librarian had handed her an envelope with her payment before she’d started
            her presentation, and it was tucked away in Frances’s purse. “I got well over halfway through.”
         

         
         “In three hundred metres, turn left,” Siobhan replied.

         
         “Agreed,” said Frances. “I’ll deposit it.”

         
         Traffic was terrible. The drive, from East Vancouver to Kitsilano, took close to an hour. But in that time, Frances—with the help of Siobhan’s soothing, measured voice—managed to calm herself down. She concluded that, on the balance of probabilities, nothing would come of this; in fact, in the not-too-distant future, it might even be a funny story to tell at dinner parties. 

         
         But as she pulled onto her tree-lined street, an image popped into her head.

         
         The girl in the crop top.

         
         Familiar heat started to rise from within. She rolled down Belinda’s windows, trying to stave off the worst of it, but it
            was too late. Sweat sprung from every one of her pores, and within the span of a minute, her blouse was soaked through. A
            rivulet meandered its way down between her butt cheeks.
         

         
         The girl in the crop top was twelve or thirteen, fully developed. Frances had only noticed her because she was revealing so much flesh. She’d had a motherly urge to pull the girl aside and beg her to cover up, to tell her that in spite of how mature she might
            feel, she was nowhere near ready for a certain type of creepy male gaze. But then she’d heard Daisy’s voice, telling her she
            was a second-wave feminist (like that was a bad thing) and grossly out of touch, and that all women, even young women, had
            the right to bodily autonomy. So she’d kept her mouth shut.
         

         
         But when Frances—oh god—did what she did, the girl in the crop top had been near the front of the room. Frances could picture her now, eyes wide,
            laughing. Holding her phone aloft.
         

         
         Recording everything.

         
         “You have arrived,” said Siobhan.

         
         Frances managed to park the car. She turned off the ignition and clutched her stomach. “Siobhan,” she said. “I think I’m fucked.”

         
         “Yup. You are,” Siobhan replied.

         
         Or at least, that’s what Frances heard.

         
         
            
               
                  Beloved Children’s Author Under Investigation for Assault

                  Kerry Silver, Vancouver Post

                  Frances Partridge, fifty-five-year-old children’s author of the best-selling Phoebe Unknown trilogy and other award-winning middle-grade novels, is under investigation for allegedly assaulting a minor.
                  

                  The incident occurred during a presentation given by Ms. Partridge at Harwood Middle School. Says a student who recorded the
                     incident on her phone, “This kid was talking a lot and not paying attention, and she kept asking him to be quiet, and he just,
                     you know, ignored her. And then suddenly she grabbed him by his collar and pulled him up and started shaking him and shouting,
                     like, an inch from his face, telling him to shut the eff up, and she was so tired of this crap except she didn’t say eff or crap—then she let him go and grabbed her stuff and walked
                     out.”
                  

                  When asked for comment the school’s principal, Jim Davidson, said, “We value the safety of our students above all else. Immediately
                     after the incident occurred, we informed the student’s parents and called the police. As you can imagine, we are shocked and
                     saddened by this turn of events, especially since the perpetrator is someone whose work is so beloved by so many children.
                     Although personally I have not read any of her books.”
                  

                  The student uploaded the video to YouTube, where it currently sits at 157,000 views.

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Geraint

         
         Geraint wished he’d worn a warmer jacket over his black Adidas track suit. He was shivering with cold and his legs were getting
            numb, but he didn’t dare stand up and stretch. Instead he tried shifting his weight to bring some of the feeling back. Thankfully
            Ron’s neighbours spent half the year in Maui, so there was no one home to see a hulking, hairy six-foot-four man in his early
            forties squatting on their front lawn and peering through the shrubbery in the late January dusk. In fact, a lot of the homes
            in the leafy, old-money Shaughnessy neighbourhood were devoid of life: a combination of offshore owners and wealthy retirees
            who wintered in warmer climes.
         

         
         He glanced through the box cedars towards Ron’s house. It had been built to stand out, a monstrous, Spanish-style villa with
            loads of columns and statuary. He remembered when Ron was having it built three years ago; the neighbours, at least the ones
            who were in residence, raised a holy stink. It was an eyesore, they said. It didn’t fit with the neighbourhood, they said.
            Ron had revelled in the controversy. As a crowning screw you he’d had a large, phallic-looking fountain installed on the front lawn, the water spurting out of a tiny hole in the tip.
            Ron had sworn that it was not a massive erect penis, and that only filthy-minded people would see it that way. But he’d said it with a smirk.
         

         
         Ron loved flaunting his newfound wealth, and Geraint had never begrudged him that, even though, as Ron’s number two, he hadn’t had a raise in five years. There were now eleven Quicky Mufflers in and around the Lower Mainland, and Geraint had finally saved up enough to give Ron a cheque for the down payment on number twelve, which Ron had cashed just last week. 

         
         It started to drizzle. The neighbourhood was now completely dark; just a few streetlamps, placed far apart, and the odd window
            lit from within. Geraint looked at his watch, an old Seiko that had belonged to his drunken pa, may he rest in peace. It was
            almost half past five. He hoped Ron would come home soon. Geraint really needed to pee, and while he could probably get away
            with doing it right here, against the neighbours’ shrubs, it felt disrespectful; what had they ever done to him? Nothing,
            that’s what. No, he would hold it for a while longer.
         

         
         He heard Ron’s Lamborghini Huracan before he saw it. He’d never quite understood the logic—surely a very expensive car should
            also be very quiet—but Ron had told him, “Oh, Geraint, my fat friend. The point is to be seen and heard.”
         

         
         The banana-yellow car pulled into the driveway. Fear suddenly clenched Geraint’s stomach. What if Ron wasn’t alone?

         
         The doors to the Huracan opened upwards, Batman-style. Ron extricated himself from the car with some difficulty. Geraint breathed
            a sigh of relief to see he was by himself. He watched as Ron disappeared inside the house, whistling cheerfully as he went.
         

         
         Whistling! After what happened today!

         
         Rage swept over him again. He stood, his knees cracking with the effort. A light went on in the back of the house. That meant
            Ron was in his massive kitchen, with its La Cornue range and cookware, the name of which meant exactly nothing to Geraint
            except that he knew one pot cost more than all of Geraint and Darlene’s appliances put together, and the reason he knew this
            was because Ron had told him repeatedly.
         

         
         Another light went on, also in the back of the house. Ron had moved into his den, or “man cave” as he delighted in calling it, with its movie theatre–style seats and industrial-sized popcorn machine. Geraint had sat in those movie theatre chairs more than once, had eaten buckets of popcorn more than once, because Ron had not only been his boss, he had been his friend. Or so Geraint had thought until approximately two forty-five this afternoon.
         

         
         A small sob caught in his throat.

         
         Geraint waited a few more minutes. Then he lifted his long legs over the box cedars and headed up Ron’s driveway, stopping
            in front of the Lamborghini. He pulled a can of spray paint out of his satchel and got to work, careful not to touch the car
            in case it sounded the alarm.
         

         
         Then he unzipped his fly and peed for what felt like minutes into the fountain.

         
         When he was done he felt not better, exactly, but just a tiny bit lighter, even as big salty tears rolled down his face. He
            knew he’d be the obvious suspect, but he’d watched enough police procedurals on TV to know the cops couldn’t charge you with
            a crime unless they had solid proof, and he’d been careful. He’d left nothing behind. He hadn’t touched anything.
         

         
         You’re stealthy, like Cary Grant in To Catch a Thief! he told himself as he headed back down the driveway, the smallest of smiles on his face—completely unaware that three different
            surveillance cameras had been trained on him the entire time.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Parker

         
         Parker walked at a good clip, practically skipping past two of the set dec guys who carried an enormous boar’s head between
            them. It was, she knew, destined for the Great Hall, where they’d be filming later in the day. She did a mental search for
            their names from the pages-long crew list she’d been studying at night—Rob and Ali? She wasn’t confident that she was right,
            so gave them a smile and a wave instead. I can’t believe it takes so many people to make a TV show!

         
         All morning they’d been shooting in Lady Charlotte’s bedchamber. Parker had been stationed on set to help Analise Olsen—aka
            Lady Charlotte—get out of her historically inaccurate heels and into her UGGs between set-ups, and to deal with any other
            wardrobe issues that might arise. Even though they’d been shooting the same two pages of dialogue between Charlotte and her
            young lover, Darian, for well over an hour, Parker never felt the slightest bit bored. In fact she’d been inadvertently humming
            Pharrell Williams’s “Happy” ever since she’d started two weeks ago, and it was getting on people’s nerves.
         

         
         This was her first union gig. She was one of three on-set costumers, the most junior of the trio, still learning the ropes,
            still trying to get used to the long hours. Her legs were tired in a way they’d never been before, her lower back sore in
            a way that made her feel like she was seventy instead of twenty-three. She was still figuring out how to deal with actors
            who were sometimes short with her because she hadn’t learned their patterns and preferences yet. Am I allowed to make eye contact with this one? Does this one like chit-chat or prefer quiet? Analise, she had discovered, preferred quiet, so Parker did her best to curb what her mom, Sharon, referred to as her “periodic
            verbal diarrhea.”
         

         
         The job was a dream come true, and the cherry on top was that she was a fan of the show. Knights of the Castle, now shooting its sixth season, was among her and Sharon’s all-time favourites. It was a thrill, getting to read the scripts
            and know what was going to happen before the rest of the world. Her mom was always pressing for spoilers on their bimonthly
            phone calls, but it was in Parker’s contract that she couldn’t breathe a word, and Parker honoured that, much to her mom’s
            chagrin and to Parker’s secret delight. It was the first time in her life that she had something special and precious and
            private that belonged only to her. Even her diaries hadn’t been sacred because her mom believed “there should be no secrets
            between mothers and daughters,” which meant that Parker had known way too much about Sharon’s tumultuous love life and Sharon
            had known way too much about Parker’s non-existent one.
         

         
         She arrived at the studio doors and waited for them to cut. Her mind drifted to the mean girls she’d gone to school with in
            Penticton, a central BC town that was as pretty as it was suffocating. Arabella, her worst tormentor, had made fun of her
            red hair, her freckles, and her clothes, because the only place she and Sharon could afford to shop was Value Village. But
            even then Parker had been drawing her own designs in notebook after notebook, and sewing some of them on Sharon’s ancient
            Singer. One day she’d gathered up the courage to wear one of her creations to school, an upcycled skirt that was half plaid,
            half polka dot. Arabella had teased her mercilessly until Melody, an impossibly cool girl in the grade above them, had declared
            it “awesome” and asked if she could buy it. Not only had the teasing stopped, but Parker developed a sweet side-hustle from
            that day on, charging good money for custom-made pieces.
         

         
         Parker knew from social media that Arabella was still in Penticton. She had two kids already and lived in a trailer park with her lunkhead high school boyfriend, Dwayne. I hope she’s happy, she thought to herself. Almost meaning it.
         

         
         The bell rang and the red light went off, which meant it was safe to step outside. The daylight hurt her eyes after the dark
            of the studio. It was an unusually beautiful January day, not a cloud in the sky. She felt a frisson of excitement; she couldn’t
            believe she’d been summoned to his trailer. Sebastian Trevor, star of Knights of the Castle, with a long list of stellar credits before this. He was George Clooney famous and still strikingly handsome for an old guy.
            Parker had seen him from a distance on set, and a couple of times she could have sworn he’d looked right at her and smiled.
            But she was nearsighted, so it might have just been wishful thinking.
         

         
         Oh my god, Sharon would poop herself if she knew I was about to meet him face to face! Her mom had swooned over Sebastian for years.
         

         
         Parker couldn’t resist; she took her phone from her fanny pack and dialed Sharon, even though it was long-distance.

         
         “Hola, mi hija,” Sharon said. She and her latest boyfriend, Tad, were currently wintering in San Miguel de Allende, living on the cheap
            in a camper van and taking art classes—part of her mother’s ongoing quest to find her “strange jewels” hidden within (Sharon
            was a big fan of Elizabeth Gilbert).
         

         
         “Hola, Mom.” Saying “Mom” still didn’t roll off Parker’s tongue. Sharon had forbidden her from calling her that for years, claiming
            it made her feel too old. But when she’d turned forty last year, a switch had flipped and suddenly she insisted Parker use
            the word. “Guess where I’m going.”
         

         
         “No sé.”
         

         
         “Sir Godfrey’s trailer.”

         
         A small gasp. “Sebastian Trevor’s trailer? No.”

         
         “Yes! He needs help with his costume, and he asked for me by name! Well—not by name. He asked for the freckle-faced girl from wardrobe.” 

         
         “Did I ever tell you I wanted to be an actress till I got knocked up?”

         
         “Yes. You have. Many times—”

         
         “I’d have been good, too. What are you wearing?”

         
         “What am I—my Peruvian sweater and my bedazzled jeans.”

         
         “At work?”

         
         “It’s a film set, we all dress super casual. Alexei said I looked great.”

         
         “Okay, well—just remember to smile. But not your awkward smile. And make sure you don’t do your horse laugh.”

         
         “I’ve gotta run,” she whispered. She’d arrived outside Sebastian’s trailer.

         
         “Call me back when you’re done and tell me everything. Oh, and tell him your mother is hot—”

         
         Parker hung up. She secured her phone in her fanny pack, suddenly nervous. Before she knocked, she pulled her ponytail holder
            out and let her thick red hair cascade around her shoulders, because her mom was always telling her it was her best feature.
            “Mr. Trevor? Parker Poplawski from wardrobe.”
         

         
         “Step up,” he said in his beautiful upper-class English accent.

         
         Parker entered. Wow. Sebastian’s trailer was bigger than any of the others, with its own little bedroom, even. A huge bouquet
            of flowers sat on a built-in table, along with a bottle of champagne, his script, and a cudgel—a prop for his upcoming scene.
         

         
         The door to the bedroom was partially closed. “Make yourself comfortable, I’ll be out in just a moment.” Parker took in the
            other few items in the trailer: A photo of his almost-age-appropriate, stunning wife. A Kindle. A worn Aran sweater.
         

         
         The bedroom door swung open and Sebastian emerged, wearing a bathrobe. He gave her a big smile, showing off glaringly white teeth. 

         
         Parker felt just the smallest hint of disappointment on seeing him up close for the first time. He was even older than he
            looked onscreen, and he’d clearly had work done. He looked a bit . . . waxy. “You’re new, aren’t you?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “I caught a glimpse of you on set the other day. Pam, correct?”

         
         He almost knows my name! “Parker. Parker Poplawski. My mom named me after her favourite indie actor, Parker Posey, but Parker Posey rolls off the
            tongue a lot easier than Parker Poplawski—” Verbal diarrhea alert! Stop! “I understand you need help with your wardrobe?”
         

         
         “I do. It’s the codpiece.” He held it out to her. “If you could just help me strap it on, I’d be grateful.”

         
         The smallest tingle of concern wormed its way up Parker’s spine. Hasn’t he had to put this on a million times?

         
         He stepped closer. “You’re very beautiful, Parker, do you know that?”

         
         She didn’t know that. Her mom had always told her she was “just north of pretty.” So she was torn between feeling flattered
            and feeling uncomfortable. “I could talk you through putting it on.”
         

         
         “I prefer a hands-on approach.” His robe slipped open, and Parker noted with alarm that he was naked underneath.

         
         “I . . . I’m sorry, I’m not comfortable doing that—”

         
         Suddenly his hands were on her shoulders and he pressed down, pushing her onto her knees. He was surprisingly strong for an
            old dude. She was frozen with fear. Her eyes were now in line with his groin, and she had a perfect view of his semi-erect
            penis obtruding towards her and, worse, his inordinately enormous balls, which hung like a couple of rotting, wrinkly Kiwi
            fruits.
         

         
         Parker unfroze. She started to flail, but his hands had gripped her head, drawing it forward. “Now, now, take it easy, we’re just having a little fun, Pandora—” Her hand found the cudgel on the table. It was papier mâché, but still weighty. She swung it as hard as she could between his legs. 

         
         “Aaaagh!” He released her head as he doubled over. Parker dropped the cudgel and ran out of the trailer, down the metal stairs,
            back into the cold sunlight.
         

         
         She glanced around. One of the drivers was standing by his truck having a smoke, but beyond that, she could see no one.

         
         Her breathing was rapid and shallow. Her mind was fuzzy. Without thinking, she ran towards the crew parking lot and found
            the ancient Honda Civic that she and Alexei shared and climbed inside. Her phone buzzed.
         

         
         
            Well??? What’s he like?

         

         Her phone buzzed again. And again.

         
         
            Did you tell him about me?

            Did you smile?

            I want a full report!!

         

         Hands shaking, she started the car and peeled out of the parking lot.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Punishment

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         Frances stood at the kitchen counter, waiting for the kettle to boil. She wore the flannel pajamas her kids had given her
            at least a decade ago: baby blue with a multitude of cartoon cat faces, and for the past year, anyway, a rather large tear
            in the crotch. She tugged up the pants, which hung loosely around her waist. Her left eyelid twitched uncontrollably.
         

         
         It was 7:30 a.m., and the first signs of daylight were just starting to appear in the sky. January, always the dreariest month
            of the year. In the kitchen, however, the lights were blazing and it felt warm and cozy. Oh, how she loved this room, with
            its butter-yellow walls and blue and white accent tiling around the countertops. Daisy said it was out of date—“It’s like
            being at an IKEA”—but since Daisy also thought her mother was out of date, Frances figured she and her kitchen suited each
            other perfectly.
         

         
         The Arts and Crafts house was small by modern-day Vancouver standards, but it was just eight blocks from the ocean and had
            a decent backyard, where Frances had slowly created a beautiful garden oasis. They’d bought it twenty-four years ago during
            a brief slump in Vancouver’s real estate market, trading up from a duplex. It had been a fixer-upper—code word for dump—but
            over the next ten years she and Jeremy had renovated it room by room, largely with their own labour and sweat, keeping many
            of the original features (the wainscotting, the hardwood floors with custom inlays). They’d turned it into their forever home.
         

         
         Now it was another thing she’d probably have to give up.

         
         Mr. Pickles—who had the physique of a giant meatball on four toothpick-like legs—rubbed against her and meowed incessantly
            until Frances poured kibble into his bowl. He wolfed it down as the kettle started to whistle. She poured water into the French
            press and yawned loudly.
         

         
         She hadn’t slept a wink. Every time she’d started drifting off, she’d seen herself grabbing a twelve-year-old boy by his shirt
            collar. Shouting at him, inches from his face. That was me. I did that. It was impossible to compute.
         

         
         Then again, everything about her life these days was impossible to compute. The last six months had been like a waking nightmare,
            and the only thing that kept her going, the thing her friends kept repeating to her like a mantra, was that it would eventually
            get better. Instead, as of yesterday, it had gotten a hell of a lot worse. Until this point, she’d been able to plant the
            blame for her newly minted shit-show of a life at someone else’s feet, but now—now she was the villain, and a rather infamous one at that. At 4 a.m. she’d done the thing she knew she shouldn’t and punched in
            her name on YouTube. The video—titled “Children’s Author Goes Batshit!”—was up to over three hundred thousand views.
         

         
         She scooped up the cat (the trick was bending at the knees and engaging her core) and kissed his big orange head. “You still
            love me, right, Mr. Pickles?”
         

         
         “Merp,” he replied.

         
         The police had arrived on her doorstep just a few hours after she’d returned home. There were two of them: an older woman,
            Frances’s vintage, and a younger man. The guy had been gruff, but the woman, number 2461 according to a Velcro strip on her
            chest, had been kind. So when she’d asked Frances if she would be willing to come to the station and give a voluntary statement,
            Frances had done just that.
         

         
         Alone with the policewoman, who introduced herself as Constable Vargas, Frances had tried to explain the confluence of events that had led to, as she referred to it, “the unfortunate incident.” She’d told the constable why the day had started out on a sour note before she’d even left the house. Then she’d told her about the school, describing the chaos, the fact that there were twice as many kids as she’d agreed to and only two teachers in the room, who stood at the back throughout her entire presentation in a flirtatious tête-à-tête. Then the boy, the boy who would not shut up. Who chatted with his friends. Who yawned and belched loudly. When she’d asked him to be quiet, he’d stared at her while
            whispering to his friends, and they’d all cracked up. Midway through her presentation she’d felt something moist hit her forehead,
            then her neck, and realized with a jolt of disgust that the same boy was lobbing spitballs at her through a cafeteria straw. And laughing. That was when she’d snapped. “He was just so . . . cavalierly mean,” she told the constable.
         

         
         “Oh, honey,” Vargas had said, and for a moment Frances thought they were bonding. “That’s nothing. Try doing my job for a
            day.” But you’re a cop, Frances wanted to say. I’m a writer. I’m not used to casual cruelty, except maybe on Goodreads.

         
         Then the constable had played the crop-top girl’s video on a large TV screen.

         
         “That’s not me,” Frances pleaded. “It’s not who I am.”

         
         Vargas hit play again. “Just so we’re clear. It is very much you.” 
         

         
         Then she’d been fingerprinted and formally charged with assault. Only then did it sink in that she was truly up shit creek.

         
         The moment she was back in her car she called Jules Osomo. Jules was one of the top criminal defence lawyers in town, and
            also her best friend.
         

         
         “Frances, you never should have given a voluntary statement!” said Jules. “Did they read you your Charter rights?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Meaning, they told you you had a right to a lawyer?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Then why didn’t you call me immediately?”
         

         
         “Because I’ve never needed a criminal defence lawyer before!” wailed Frances. “Besides, what difference could it possibly
            have made? I did it. There is video evidence to prove I did it.”
         

         
         “It could have made all the difference,” Jules said. “Right, from this moment forward, I am your lawyer.”
         

         
         “But I can’t afford you—”

         
         “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Do I need to say it? I’m not charging you, you silly twat. Now listen carefully: you say nothing to
            anyone from here on in without my say-so, got it?”
         

         
         “Yes, Jules,” Frances had replied. “Thank you, Jules.” It gave her a strange bit of comfort to be bossed around by her fierce
            and competent friend.
         

         
         This morning, though, she was a jangly ball of nerves. Even Mr. Pickles, who lay like a dead weight in her arms, limbs splayed,
            couldn’t comfort her.
         

         
         Just as she pushed the French press down, she heard noises. They were coming from the basement.

         
         A door opened. Closed. Oh god. There were footsteps on the stairs. They were getting closer. Closer.
         

         
         “Help me, Mr. Pickles,” she whispered.

         
         Moments later, Frances’s beautiful, passionate, and exceedingly frustrating twenty-two-year-old daughter stepped into the
            room.
         

         
          

         “Do you have any idea how humiliating this is for me, Mother?” Daisy wore her old UBC sweatshirt and a pair of boy’s boxer shorts. Her eyes were puffy from crying and lack of sleep, her brown bob matted and dishevelled. Her expression was pinched and downturned. (Daisy’s expression was often pinched and downturned, but this morning it was particularly so.) 

         
         “I’m guessing less humiliating than it is for me.” Frances had agonized over how to tell her daughter what had happened, but
            she needn’t have bothered; Daisy’s current boyfriend, Rolfe—or was it Paolo?—had shown her the video the night before.
         

         
         Daisy had graduated a year and a half earlier with a Bachelor of Arts from the University of British Columbia. Frances and
            Jeremy had been supportive—Frances had a BA from the same university, after all, and they believed in learning for learning’s
            sake. But Frances had gone to school in a different era, one where the world was a BA grad’s oyster. Daisy had been spinning
            her wheels ever since, living in the basement, doing short-term jobs for a temp agency and complaining that there were no
            jobs to fit her skills.
         

         
         “What skills?” Jeremy had asked Frances one night when the two of them were home alone, settling in for a night of Netflix. “A
            deep understanding of the symbolism in Japanese cinema?”
         

         
         “Don’t forget her expertise in the waves of feminist thought,” Frances had shot back. It had been the secret ingredient in
            their marriage, the ability to make each other laugh, especially in the face of their daughter’s mercurial mood swings and
            tendency to blame all of her problems, from a missed bus to a pimple on her face, on her parents.
         

         
         Daisy had always been more challenging than her kid brother, Max, but when she’d started university even the most innocuous
            of conversations with her had become a minefield. One wrong step and you’d be blasted to smithereens.
         

         
         “You’re such a racist!” Daisy told her mom one evening when Frances, trying to remember James Earl Jones’s name, had said
            Tommy Lee Jones instead.
         

         
         Or the time Frances had dared to say, “Hey guys, what do you want for dinner?” and Daisy had hissed, “Folx. I’m not a guy!”
         

         
         Or the time Jeremy had asked her, “Your roommate Alex, where is she from?”

         
         “Why would you automatically assume Alex’s pronouns are she/her? God, you are such a gender conformist!” Alex, it turned out,
            did use the pronouns she/her, but that wasn’t Daisy’s point. Her point was that her father, from his position of privilege as
            a cisgender white man, had just assumed that and was therefore part of a grave societal problem. “Honestly, you two need to go to a re-education camp!”
         

         
         “Do you think they taught her about Maoist China in school?” Frances had asked Jeremy over a glass of wine that night.

         
         “If they did, she probably took Mao’s side.” 

         
         Frances had laughed so hard she’d snorted Chardonnay up her nose.

         
         But back then Daisy had been manageable because they were still a family. Max still lived at home; he could poke gentle fun
            at his sister in a way Frances and Jeremy couldn’t, and tensions would ease. Then a year ago, Max had announced he was dropping
            out of first-year engineering and going travelling instead. Three months later he’d landed in Sydney, where he quickly fell
            in love with the climate, the surfing, and a girl. He’d found work under the table at a local pub and showed no signs of coming
            home any time soon.
         

         
         But Frances had still had Jeremy. It was still two against one. Then Jeremy had left, too, and hence any buffer. Sometimes,
            when Daisy was lecturing her mother about her white privilege, Frances wanted to shout, “You are the epitome of white privilege! My single parent mother raised me on her nurse’s salary. I had to work three jobs to pay my way through university. You had a fat RESP and live rent-free in our granny suite!” But she never did because she was Dr. Frankenstein, after all. She—along with Jeremy—had created this monster. And right now, she felt guiltily relieved that her monster hadn’t left the nest. To have endured the past six months here, alone . . . the thought was unbearable. 

         
         Frances poured Daisy a coffee in the Reading Is Sexy mug. Frances used the I Like Big Books and I Cannot Lie mug. They were
            just two of the many gifts she had received over the years from grateful librarians and teachers.
         

         
         Another wave of dread washed over her. How many of them have seen the video? A large part of her yearly income came from school visits. Would anyone invite her now? Would they even be allowed to invite her if she wound up with a criminal record?
         

         
         Frances gripped the countertop. She tried to focus on her daughter, who was scrolling through her phone. “My friends have
            been texting me all morning. Oh my god, Jared reposted the video and tagged me. What an asshole! He is blocked!” She picked
            up her coffee mug and blew on it. “Why did you do it, Mom?”
         

         
         “The kid was obnoxious.”

         
         “So? You’ve dealt with tons of obnoxious kids before.”
         

         
         “True. But this one took the cake. He was laughing at me. Lobbing spitballs at me. And also . . .” Frances hesitated. She wasn’t sure she should burden her daughter with the other reason. Daisy had
            already had a front-row seat to her parents’ break-up.
         

         
         “Also what?”

         
         “I realized that morning it was our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.”

         
         Daisy’s face crumpled. “Oh, Mom.” She threw her arms around Frances and held her tight. They stayed like that for a while,
            Frances willing herself not to cry.
         

         
         When her daughter wasn’t criticizing every last detail of her mother’s appearance, her laugh, her choice of words, her opinions,
            her very existence—she was a wonderful human being.
         

         
          

         Frances made them a quick breakfast of porridge and fruit, then she and Daisy moved into the living room and sank down onto the sectional couch. Frances opened her laptop to begin their Zoom call with Max. It was the middle of the night in Sydney, but Max worked a late shift at the bar on Thursdays, so they caught him in the wee hours of Friday morning before he went to bed. “Please, Daisy,” she said before she pressed start, “can we not tell your brother about this yet?” 

         
         “He’s not a kid anymore, Mom.”

         
         “I know.” But he’s still my sweet baby boy.

         
         Daisy sighed. “Fine.”

         
         Frances admitted Max from the virtual waiting room. The moment his tanned face appeared, he burst out laughing. “Mom, holy
            shit! I knew you were bad-ass, but—you were like She-Hulk!”
         

         
         “How did you—”

         
         “Bailey sent me the video. And Arpad. And Vijay.” Three of Max’s closest friends in Vancouver. “You’re also trending on social
            media. Hashtag AuthorLosesHerShit. You’re famous.”
         

         
         “I think you mean infamous,” said Daisy, opening one of her many apps. She and Max took turns reading some of the comments aloud:
         

         
         
            I’m a retired teacher and I wanted to do this about a million times during my career. But news flash: I didn’t.

            Kids have zero respect for authority figures these days, he got what he deserved. #BringBackCorporalPunishment

            Ugh, guess I’m gonna have to bring all my “Phoebe Unknown” books to the dumpster.

            I LOVE the “Phoebe Unknown” trilogy. Can Frances Partridge still be my problematic fave?

            Ha-ha badass old broad!

            It’s called a power imbalance and that crazy lady totally took advantage. #WhitePrivilegeGoneWild

            I don’t care what that kid did, he did not deserve to be woman-handled by that entitled old lady. #WhitePrivilegeGoneWild

         

         “That white privilege hashtag is really trending—” Daisy started.

         
         “Okay, okay, that’s enough, thank you very much,” Frances interrupted, wondering what it said about her that it was the frequent
            use of the word old that stung the most. “I’m glad you’re able to have a bit of fun at my expense.”
         

         
         Max grew serious. “Mom, it’ll be okay. Honest. In a few days, everyone will have moved on to the next thing.”

         
         Bless him, thought Frances. Max had always been a sweet, happy boy, tolerant and forgiving and generous with his affection. His good
            cheer was infectious. Where Daisy had perfected her scowl by the age of two, Max had perfected his ear-to-ear grin. He seldom
            lost his temper, even when he was a teenager; he was just genetically easy-going, a glass-half-full kind of guy. He had a
            way of lifting her mood, and for a split second she felt just a tiny bit better.
         

         
         Until Daisy brought her crashing back down to reality.

         
         “People may move on, but our mother could still wind up with a criminal record. She will be a pariah in the world of children’s
            literature.”
         

         
         Frances took a deep breath. The coffee had worked its way through her system, and she was desperate for the loo. “You two get caught up. Back in a jiff.” 

         
         Mr. Pickles followed her to the bathroom like he always did and sat watching her do her business. They’d grown used to this
            disconcerting habit of his over the years.
         

         
         Frances wondered if she should ask Max if he’d spoken to his father yet, then decided against it. He was a grown-up, twenty-one,
            even if she would always think of him as her baby. Max was furious with Jeremy, and while she knew it spoke ill of her, a
            small part of her was pleased by that. Frances knew that Daisy spoke to her dad; she was trying to maintain some form of relationship
            with him, because what would it say about her identity as an ally if she didn’t?
         

         
         Frances washed her hands and hoisted Mr. Pickles into her arms. As she approached the living room, she overheard her daughter.
            “I envy you. I wish I was thousands of miles away, too.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Daze. I wish I was there to help carry the load.”

         
         “No you don’t. And I’m glad you’re not. It’s no fun being under the same roof with her right now.”

         
         “No one’s forcing you to stay. You could move.”

         
         “I wish. I can’t afford it. And even if I could . . . I couldn’t leave her alone. She’s just so sad.”
         

         
         “I want to kill Dad.”

         
         “Yeah. Me too, sometimes.”

         
         “You don’t think she’d ever . . . ?”

         
         “I don’t think so. But I honestly don’t know.”

         
         Frances felt her eyes prickle. No, she told herself. Don’t you dare. She coughed loudly, announcing her return. The three of them wrapped up their call a few minutes later. Daisy gave her mom
            another hug, then headed downstairs to shower and get ready for her latest temp job at an insurance firm.
         

         
         Frances had just started clearing away their breakfast things when her phone rang. “Call from: Asshole,” the bland AI voice said. Frances closed her eyes. She knew what this meant. He’d seen the video, too. She let it ring. 

         
         Once she was sure Daisy had left for work, she went back upstairs. She crawled into bed and pulled the duvet over her head.

         
         Everyone she loved had either left her or wanted to leave.

         
         But she was still right here.
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         Parker let herself into the tiny one-bedroom apartment she and Alexei shared in Vancouver’s Sunset neighbourhood, an ethnically
            diverse area full of low-rise apartments and single-family homes. Their place was on the third floor of a rather ugly pink
            stucco four-storey building, but it was close to all the shops on Fraser Street and Parker loved it, even if it often smelled
            skunky thanks to their pot-smoking downstairs neighbour. Alexei wouldn’t be home for a few more hours. It felt strange to
            be here at 2 p.m. on a Friday, like she was playing hooky from school.
         

         
         She pulled off her purple Converse high-tops, put them on their tiny wooden shoe rack, and made her way into the tiny kitchen,
            where she made herself a mug of tea. She carried it into their tiny living room and sat on the tiny red loveseat, which someone
            had left in a nearby alley even though it was in almost perfect condition. She and Alexei had carried it the three blocks
            home, stopping when they got tired. Parker had added some colourful throw pillows and flipped one of the cushions to hide
            one unsightly stain and voila! Now they had a comfy and attractive place to watch TV.
         

         
         She spent the rest of the day watching Friends reruns and blocking what had happened with Sebastian Trevor from her mind. At one point her phone rang and she saw it was
            Wanda, the costume designer. She willed herself to pick it up, but her hand had other ideas. So instead she waited five minutes
            and sent her boss a text.
         

         
         
            So sorry! Bad flu. Barfing. Worried I was contagious so came home.

         

         Wanda texted back a terse message.

         
         
            Sorry you’re sick. But you can’t just leave without telling anyone.

            First and final warning.

         

         On her sixth episode of Friends, Parker started wondering how she’d explain what had happened to Alexei. The two of them had met less than a year ago; she
            was taking fashion design courses by day and working at a coffee shop by night. Sweet Alexei, with his perfect, compact body,
            bushy eyebrows, gorgeous hazel eyes, and wavy brown hair, had come in every night and ordered a flat white. Then he would
            sit for hours doing what looked like homework. Her manager finally sent Parker over to talk to him. “I’m sorry, but my boss
            says if you want to stay longer than an hour, you have to buy more stuff.” So Alexei had ordered a stale croissant. An hour
            later he’d ordered a day-old cookie. After a few nights like this, she’d started bringing him his hourly treats without being
            asked, switching it up so he could try their entire roster of baked goods. He’d told her he was getting his last few credits
            towards becoming a CPA while working full-time at a large accounting firm downtown.
         

         
         One week later she’d boldly formed a large heart on the top of his flat white and asked in a quavering voice if he’d like
            to go on a proper date.
         

         
         Three months after that, they’d moved in together. Parker felt like she’d won the lottery. But what amazed her even more was
            that Alexei seemed to think he had won the lottery, too. With her! Horsey-laughed, north-of-pretty Parker!
         

         
         At five thirty she heard his key in the lock. His bushy eyebrows shot up in pleasant surprise when he saw her in the living room. “Well, hi! I thought you were shooting till late.”
         

         
         Parker had rehearsed how to tell him the story, and she launched into it now, trying her best to make it sound comical, leaving
            out the worst bits. She didn’t tell him Sebastian had pushed her to her knees. She did tell him about his wrinkly and enormous
            balls, and about whacking him with the papier mâché cudgel. But all in all, she tried to make it sound like it was a misguided
            come-on from an aging actor.
         

         
         Alexei didn’t think there was anything funny about it. He was furious on her behalf. He wanted to drive to the set of Knights of the Castle and punch Sebastian’s lights out, but that was unrealistic for so many reasons. First of all, Alexei was just a couple of
            inches taller than Parker, and Parker was only five foot four. And more to the point, Alexei had never thrown a punch in his
            life. He was a lover, not a fighter. Also, she was worried he could wind up being charged with assault.
         

         
         “But he’s the one who assaulted you!”
         

         
         “I’m fine, Alexei, really. It wasn’t a big deal. He got it worse than me.”

         
         Besides, there was the not-insignificant fact that Sebastian was a world-famous actor held in high esteem. No one would believe
            that someone like him—he could sleep with supermodels if he wanted to!—would have gone after someone like her. And a darker
            thought arose: Had she sent him signals? Maybe he’d noticed her staring at him on set, and believed he was doing her some
            sort of favour. Also—she cringed at the memory—she’d taken out her ponytail holder just before stepping into his trailer,
            because she thought she looked prettier with her hair down. She knew you weren’t supposed to blame the victim, but now that,
            technically speaking, she was the victim, it was easy to blame herself. She just wanted to forget the whole thing.
         

         
         Before she and Alexei went to bed that night in their tiny bedroom, she had made her decision: she would simply show up for
            work on Monday and make it her policy to never, ever be alone with Sebastian Trevor. She picked up her latest notebook, a
            purple sparkly number that Alexei had bought for her, and flipped to a blank page.
         

         
         YOU’RE GOING TO BE FINE!!!!! she wrote in all caps. A BAD DAY DOESN’T MAKE A BAD LIFE!!!!! Parker had read a lot about manifesting and using the power of her mind to will her desires into existence. So surely, with
            that many exclamation points and a whole lot of positive thinking, she could make the words on the page come true.
         

         
         
      
   9781443473286_tpimage.jpg
SNAP

A NOV

m
—

Susin Nielsen

3
HarperColIin‘;PublishersLtd





9781443473286_coverimage.jpg
“A SHARP, EXCEPTIONALLY FUNNY NOVEL THAT FEELS LIKE AN
AFFIRMATION FOR THE SHORT-TEMPERED AMONG US.... A TRIUMPH.”
—Susan Juby, author of The Woefield Poultry Collective and Mindful of Murder

SNAP

THREE GOOD PEOPLE
THREE BIG MISTAKES

A NOVEL





