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      To Mama, who passed away earlier this year and to whom motherhood came as natural as breathing.

      

      To all mothers, biological or otherwise—whether by choice, by accident, by design or by circumstance.
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        “Sometimes the strength of motherhood is greater than natural laws.”

        – Barbara Kingsolver

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Newt

      

      "I'm sure you'll be fine," I tell Millie, who is pouting in the passenger seat.

      It probably would've been easier to let her finish out her year in Kanata if she'd been thriving there, but she hadn't. When I had the opportunity to close on the house earlier, I jumped at it.

      Millie used to be an outgoing kid, but especially in the last year she'd dropped just about every friend she had. It was a concern. After the incident three months ago, I knew something had to change, and soon. Since I had my twenty-five years in, I was able to take early retirement from the Ottawa Police Service, and the house sold after only two weeks. Being the largest suburb of Ottawa, there's always a market for the slightly better priced properties in Kanata.

      I'd only seen the cottage once, when Millie and I drove up for a weekend, but I fell in love with it right away. My girl tried to hide it, but I could tell by the way she eyed the paddleboat tied to the dock; she didn't hate it either. I put in an offer, and by the end of the weekend we had a new home. All that was left to do was pack up the old house and move all the shit here.

      It's been a crazy busy couple of months, but I hope it'll be worth it. The fresh start will do us both good, although, Millie begs to differ. Especially on her first day at the new school.

      I tried to explain a few times that by catching the last weeks of this school year in Parry Sound; she'd have a chance to make friends before the start of summer. Only problem is—Millie has no interest in new friends. She has shown no interest in anything much since we got here last week.

      "It's only three weeks of school, one week of exams, and then you'll be off for the summer. Lots of stuff for us to do here."

      "Whatever." Her new favourite word, and I bite my lip not to react. At fourteen years old, she can cop quite the attitude as of late. I can feel the grey on my head taking over.

      The rest of the fifteen-minute drive to her school is quiet, and I do my best to ignore the silent protest being waged beside me. I don't mind the drive; most of the route runs along Lake Shebeshekong, and occasionally I can see the water glistening through the trees. I plan to explore it by water one of these days, but I'll first have to get something motorized. The previous owners left the paddleboat behind, and although I'm not averse to doing a few circles in the water off our dock, I'm not about to traverse the lake with that thing. A simple aluminum fishing boat with an outboard motor is on my wish list. Don't need the speed; I've had enough of that during my twenty-five years with the Ottawa Police Service. The whole idea of pulling up stakes and moving here was to slow life down. A change of pace and a speedboat does not fit into that picture.

      A deer darts out, right in front of my car, and disappears into the brush on the other side of the road. I have to slam my brakes to avoid it. Risking a glance at my daughter, I see her follow the animal with sharp eyes. I had hoped the wildlife would eventually perk her interest, but so far I haven't been able to get her out of the house to go animal spotting. At dusk and dawn, in May and June, it's easier to see deer and moose, because they often feed off the new growth along the roads after the harsh winters. Maybe this encounter will motivate her to come next time I suggest a drive.

      I pull in behind the school bus, which Millie will be taking starting the next school year, and turn to my daughter.

      "I'm going to run some errands in town, pick up a few things. Need anything from the grocery store?"

      "I need some hair gel," she mumbles. "Make sure to get the yellow tube, the other one is not strong enough."

      To my distress, my daughter insisted cutting off her gorgeous long blonde hair in favour of a pixie cut about a month ago. She likes to manipulate the short hair into a spiky mess with gallons of gel. Don't get me wrong, she's still my beautiful girl, and the hair does look cute on her when it's not sticking out all over the place. I didn't argue her decision, figuring hair can grow back and there are more important battles to be fought. If I believed she really prefers this, I wouldn't care, but the truth is—not so long ago—her long hair was her pride and joy. I suspect this latest radical change is more an expression of her struggles than it is a preference.

      "Done," I respond. "Anything else?"

      My only answer is a sharp shake of her head before she opens the door and gets out. She looks so fucking forlorn. I would like nothing more than to pull her back in the car and wrap her in my arms, but that ultimately won't help her. I'm not sure what will, but I do know coddling her is not going to fix anything.

      I watch her navigate the clusters of students gathered outside of the school, carefully keeping her head down and avoiding any possible eye contact. Almost unnoticed, she slips through the front doors. My heart aches and I wonder if she's slipping through my fingers.

      -

      My trip to The Beer Store is a bust—the sign on the door indicating open hours from ten to six on weekdays—so I'll have to swing by later before I pick Millie back up. Not like I have a full day planned, other than getting materials for a few repairs on the dock and the outdoor grill I'm hoping to build before the summer. Just one of the many little projects I envision myself doing to keep me busy these coming months, but my focus will be Millie and helping her adjust.

      The building supply store on the far side of town has most of what I need, except for some water shoes I wanted to pick up for Millie, the shore by our house is rocky. Those I pick up at Home Hardware on my way to the grocery store.

      Once the summer holidays start, I imagine the mostly empty parking lot at the No Frills store will be packed, even this early in the morning on a Monday; but for now it's quiet. Same thing inside the store, it takes me just a couple of minutes to grab what I need, including Millie's gel—the yellow tube—and make for the cash register.

      My eyes are drawn to the back of a woman with striking hair. Shiny and hanging down to the middle of her back, but what is remarkable is some very distinct streaks of nearly white grey bisecting the deep brown hair. She disappears through the doors and I turn to the smiling cashier.

      When I walk up to my Cherokee, I notice the same woman loading groceries into her car. The large head of a dog of undetermined origin sticks out of the back window, tongue lolling from his mouth. I hope for the sake of the dog that's not a habit of hers, leaving it locked in the car while she goes shopping. I've seen too many animals perish that way, through sheer stupidity of their owners.

      I get in behind the wheel and start the car, when suddenly I see the same woman running away from her car, heading toward the other side of the parking lot. Curious, and because I spot a Tim Hortons and could use a coffee, I drive in the same direction. I lose sight of her when she disappears behind a parked truck, but when I pull around, I see what she is running toward; my blood runs cold.
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      Freddy

      

      "No!"

      I swing my head around at the high-pitched scream. I don't see anything, but I hear an angry man's voice coming from near the Laundromat. On that side of the parking lot, tractor-trailers often park overnight. Local law enforcement turns a blind eye, as long as they stay on that side and don't find a spot in front of the No Frills. It's preferable to having them drive while tired and kill innocent people on the roads. The truckers are usually gone by the time the store opens, but this morning a single truck remains. And it blocks my view of whatever argument is going on.

      I can't quite make out all the guy says, but 'fucking whiny cunt' is clear enough, as are the yelps of a woman in distress.

      Slamming the hatch on the groceries I just loaded in there, I take off running in the direction of the scuffle.

      "Hey!" I yell, as I round the back of the trailer and see a man pinning a woman to the side of a pickup truck, his forearm pressed against her throat. "Hey, you! Let her go!"

      The guy swings his head around and I notice he is much younger than I had thought. A teenager still, and one I recognize. I should, I've seen his face at the school, and at the clinic, often enough. The little punk has kept me in business since he hit puberty, but I'm not scared of him. Not even a little bit. Bullies are pathetic, inherently weak, and I am well beyond bowing to one. Been there, done that, returned the T-shirt.

      I don't even slow my stride as I run to the pickup, but before I get there, the coward grabs the girl by the hair, tosses her to the ground, and scrambles behind the wheel. I'm just in time to drag the girl out of the way of the oversized front wheel as he tears out of the parking lot.

      Billy Baldwin: bully, juvenile delinquent, pain in my ass, and adopted son of Staff Sergeant Jim Baldwin of our local Ontario Provincial Police detachment. Wonderful.

      "Are you out of your mind?" An authoritative voice sounds behind me as I help up the unfamiliar girl, who looks to be no more than fourteen years old. I turn around to see a tall man jogging toward me.

      "Sorry?"

      "I said, are you out of your mind? Jumping into a volatile situation like that blind," he continues as he approaches me. "That punk could've hurt you; could've had a weapon. Were you hoping to hit him over the head with your purse? Damn fool woman, getting into a situation without thinking about the potential danger." He mutters something more about ‘half-witted vigilante feminists’ as he bends over with his hands on his knees, gasping for air. The poor girl shrinks as far away from him as she can get. Poor kid is already terrified.

      "Pardon?" I pop the 'p' in an attempt to convey my outrage at his entirely uncalled for tirade. Sadly, it's a poor substitute for jamming a knee in his clearly inflated gonads, which would've been far more gratifying. He's got some nerve. Sure, he looks good with the salt-and-pepper hair, and the handsome face made rugged with a two or three day scruff, but he's a bully, like the snot-nosed punk I just chased off.

      "You don't know the faintest thing about me, so you can crawl back under that rock you slid out from under." I snort, looking him up and down, trying not to enjoy the view too much. "Just what we need, some vacationing city boy thinking he can throw his weight around in cottage country." I put my arm around the girl's narrow shoulders and guide her toward my car at the other end of the lot. After taking a few steps, I pause and glance back over my shoulder. "And for the record; you can kiss my vigilante feminist keester."

      Not a single muscle moves in his face. No reaction whatsoever. This one is a cool customer. I throw him one last glare and resume the trek to my car when I hear him behind me.

      "I live here."

      That stops me in my tracks and without looking I toss back, "Even worse."

      I was late to begin with, and it looks like I'll be even later, but I have to get this girl looked after and give our local law a call. Doesn't take a genius to figure out it won't likely go anywhere.

      "Come on, honey," I coax the sniffling girl inside the passenger side of my car, pushing my dog, Boulder, a giant mutt, to the back seat. "Let me grab a bottle of water from the back, and then we'll have to make some calls."

      "Please don't tell my parents."

      Her voice is tiny, like she is, and I'm fast rethinking the age I pegged her at.

      "What's your name, honey?"

      "Rachel."

      "Rachel, how old are you?"

      "I'll be fifteen next month."

      Christ.

      "How come you're not in school?" She turns her face away and I know enough. I quickly grab a bottle and get behind the wheel, handing it to her. "Where do you go to school? Where's home?" I watch as fat tears start rolling down her face.

      It takes me ten more minutes to finagle the name of her school from her, after trying to get the full account of what I stumbled into. Sleazy Billy Baldwin apparently has a new sport, turning good girls bad. He's been hanging out at St. Peter's Catholic School, playing hotshot to the Catholic girls. Convincing them to take off with him in the modified truck his momma spoiled him with. Not an ounce of common sense to that woman. Rachel, from a home divided by a pending divorce, was an easy target for the much older boy. He convinced her to skip school with him and was waiting at her bus stop this morning. She panicked when he showed her a key for the empty store, a few doors down from the Laundromat, and tried to get her to go inside. God only knows where he got the key. Not having heard the word 'no' enough in his life, Billy didn't take the rejection well and dragged her from his truck. That's where I came in.

      It takes me another ten minutes to give her a stern talking to about staying away from the likes of Billy and drive her back to St. Peter's.

      "Rachel." I stop her when she gets out of the car. "Take my card, and call me, day or night, if you ever need to talk."

      My heart is conflicted watching her walk inside the school, but if there's one thing I've learned in my line of work—the harder you push teens in one direction—the faster they'll run in the other. I'm satisfied this experience alone was enough of a deterrent for Rachel never to get near Billy again. I will, however, give my old friend, Jim Baldwin, a call when I get to the office.

      Forty-five minutes late, and with my groceries wilting in the back of my car because I won't have time to drop them home, I pull into my parking spot outside the family health clinic. I missed the morning meeting, and our office manager is behind her desk, watching me come in with a stern look on her face.

      "Sorry, Jess, I ran into some trouble. I'll explain later." I'm a little out of breath as I try to scoot with Boulder past her.

      "Nicholas and his mother are waiting in your office," she warns when I reach for the door. "Have been for ten minutes. You had a family emergency this morning, which is why you're late."

      "Thanks, Jess. You're the best." I throw my most grateful smile in her direction, which earns me a raised eyebrow. This isn't the first time Jess has had to make excuses for me.

      It's probably high time I get her another Tim Hortons gift certificate and maybe I'll throw in a pedicure at Perfectly Pampered.

      "Hey, Nick, Mrs. George, sorry to keep you waiting," I apologize as I walk in the door and dump my purse in the bottom drawer of my desk. Boulder immediately heads for his bed underneath as I sit down across from the family.

      "Tilly, please."

      "Of course." I smile at the timid-looking woman sitting next to the far too large for his age sixteen year old beside her. "Tilly, I asked you to come in with your son today to discuss some of the things that have come up in our sessions over the past few months."

      By the time a teary-eyed Tilly and her very troubled son leave my office, my next appointment is waiting for me already. The day continues much in that same trend, and I barely have time to take my dog out for a pee at lunchtime. I finally say goodbye to my last patient of the day and take Boulder home to his buds. When I open my hatch to grab the groceries from the car—which has been baking in the sun all day long—my lettuce is leaking and my milk has grown lumps.

      Dammit, that'll be powdered creamer in my coffee again tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Freddy

      

      "Morning, Maggie. Is Jim around?"

      "Morning. We missed you last night; Phyllis wiped the floor with us. You know we don't stand a chance with that card shark when you're not there."

      I chuckle, Maggie and Phyllis have an ongoing feud since we were all in high school and Phyllis took off with Brian Lafferty, Maggie's crush. Never mind that Brian ended up doing seven years at Maplehurst for armed robbery, not long after graduation. In my opinion, Phyl did her a favour, or else Maggie might never have given Joe Piller a second chance. Phyllis remains single, and is still searching for the one, while Maggie has two awesome kids, who will be off to university before long, and a loving husband at home. The animosity between the two of them has never waned, although it's hard to tell what the reason for their discontent with the other is from day-to-day.

      Clearly, today it's euchre, at which Phyllis is indeed a shark, and Maggie merely passable.

      I missed our biweekly, Monday card game at Don Cherry's in town last night. Even for a Monday the day had sucked, and I didn't feel like it. Normally, I look forward to meeting up in Parry Sound with the group of women I've known since my high school days, but yesterday I just wanted to chill with my menagerie.

      "You realize this is supposed to be a bonding exercise, right? I swear the two of you make it feel more like the Hunger Games than euchre night," I scold her. "Don't you think it's time to let things go?"

      "When pigs fly," she announces firmly, before changing the subject. "What do you need Jim for?"

      "None of your beeswax."

      "Like I can't guess."

      "Then why bother asking?" I fire back.

      The irony is that Maggie generally knows everything there is to know in town. She's the admin and dispatcher for the OPP detachment in town, and as such, is often the first to hear of anything going on.

      "Whatever," she mutters, pretending to be offended. "I'll patch you through, he should be done with his morning constitutional."

      "Information I could've done without," I respond dryly.

      "What information?" Jim's voice comes over the line and I bite my tongue. It's too tempting to make him feel uncomfortable, but I figure what I have to tell him will be unpleasant enough.

      "Hate doing this to you, Jim, but I caught Billy manhandling a fourteen-year-old girl from St. Peter's in the parking lot by the Laundromat on Mall Drive at around nine yesterday morning. He took off, and I took the girl back to her school. She's downplaying the whole scene—although I have to tell you, from what I witnessed, she had reason enough to press charges—but I felt you needed to know. As a parent."

      The silence on the other side lasts so long, I'm starting to wonder if he hung up on me.

      "I'll take care of it," he bites off, finally responding.

      "I've offered before, but you know there are things we might be able to help with at the clinic, right? Both for troubled kids and for their parents."

      "I know, Freddy, I said I'd take care of it."

      As on previous occasions, Jim is defensive, and I get it. He and I have a history, one that ended quite abruptly when he dumped me out of the blue, while I was lying in a hospital bed, after nine years together. He ended up marrying a former classmate of mine, Ella Manry, just three months later. Ella was a single mom back then, with a young boy whose father was nothing but a sperm donor. She was also five months pregnant when they got married—you do the math. What made it even harder was that around the time their son, Jordan, was born, I had just been dealt a final devastating blow, which steered me down a dark period in my life. I was literally struggling to survive.

      I did though, and over time Jim and I started speaking again and were able to forge a workable friendship. We never really spoke about what happened. Why open old wounds?

      "Fair enough, Jim. You know where to find me." I let him off the hook.

      If I were petty—I grudgingly admit I have been on occasion in the past—I would push the issue. Reminding him he chose a woman who can't keep her panties on long enough to say hello to her often much younger suitors. Ella has not fared well over the years. She fought hard to get that ring around her finger, but once she had Jim and his baby, the shine apparently came off fast. Alcohol, and God knows what else, plus the affairs she doesn't even bother to hide anymore, have eroded the marriage. Sadly, it has also impacted the boys in a negative way—especially Billy.

      She shows up now and then for euchre night, but mostly steers clear of me, which is probably a good idea.

      I curb my natural instinct to drive a knee in Jim's already shriveled balls, and instead, hang up the phone. Boulder walks up to me and shoves his big head under my elbow, and I give it a scratch.

      Tuesday mornings I generally visit one of the high schools in the district. I touch base with school counsellors and hear their concerns about certain students. Almost every week, I end up doing some kind of on-site counselling session with a teen who has hit a rough spot or is threatening to run off the tracks. I bring Boulder with me, because he's an immediate connection with most kids. He's a trained support dog and is licensed to go into hospitals and nursing homes as well, which we sometimes do.

      This time of the year, it's mostly students struggling with the pressures of upcoming exams, or those who have rough home situations that need a little extra attention from me, and some puppy loving from Boulder. He loves all the attention, and being a smart dog, he knows exactly when he's due for some. That's why he's nudging me now to get a move on.

      "All right, bud, let me just make sure the rest of the family is safely locked away," I mutter to him as I grab my keys, scratch one of my three barn cats, who like to pop inside from time to time—Curly, Moe, and Larry: all females—and head outside, Boulder close on my heels.

      The old barn on the edge of the field, where Chester, my twelve-year-old rescue horse, is happily munching on the juicy spring grass, houses the rest of my collection of strays. Four chickens and one rooster live in a small chicken coop, with a large run on the side of the barn closest to the house. Timber, my goat, almost climbs over the enclosure he shares with George, a potbelly pig some idiot left tied to a tree along the Trans-Canada Highway four years ago. Timber is always scrounging for food, so I know better than to think he's just happy to see me. I got him as a kid, to keep George company, and the two have become inseparable since.

      After work and on weekends, during the warmer months, I'll let the two of them roam around my property. They tend to stick close to the house, often following me around. In the winter, I'll sometimes let them keep me company inside the house. Both are pretty much house-trained, aside from the occasional accident, but the barn is warm enough and they prefer to sleep huddled together in the straw.

      Chester has a door on the backside of the barn, so he can come and go as he pleases. Only when we have extreme weather will I occasionally close him inside.

      With everyone set for the day, I open the back door to my Matrix and let Boulder hop inside. The entire way to Parry Sound High School, my alma mater, his head is resting on my shoulder, tongue lolling in anticipation.

      -

      "Before you go, there's someone I'd like you to meet," Susan Treyvaud, the school's counsellor, says when I walk into her office.

      I just spent a heartbreaking morning with a boy who showed up to school yesterday with questionable cuts and bruises all over his face. It took just five minutes of Boulder's unconditional love for the poor kid to burst out sobbing. He hedgingly confessed it hadn't been a door as he'd claimed before, but his father's fists that did the damage to his face. It apparently hadn't been an isolated incident either.

      Protocol dictates that in cases where child abuse is even suspected, the school has an obligation to contact the Children's Aid Society. I had to pull in the kid's teacher and Jeff Brackenridge, the school principal, to set those wheels in motion.

      These situations are never easy or pleasant for anyone involved, let alone the victim. With the help of my four-footed sidekick, I tried to help the boy deal with the feelings of guilt and fear of the repercussions around his confession, the best I could. Luckily, we have a CAS office in Parry Sound, and they responded immediately. I left him in the care of a CAS worker I've worked with before, and respect, and was about to head out.

      "Tell me more." I sit down across from her and Boulder flops down on the floor beside me with a loud groan of discontent. I promised him a bone for his good work this morning, and he clearly does not appreciate waiting for his well-deserved treat.

      "New girl started school yesterday. Grade nine, Eliza Dorkin's class." I roll my eyes at the mention of the teacher. She and I have butted heads in the past. "She just moved out here with her father last week. I had an introductory chat with her yesterday and my flags went up all over the place," Susan continues.

      "Where's the mom?" I ask, trying to form some context.

      "Passed away three years ago, from what I gather. The girl was pretty tight-lipped. Chewed on her fingers the entire time she was in my office and didn't seem to notice when she started bleeding. She never once looked me in the eye, aside from the initial introduction, and all she was willing to say about her father is that he's a retired cop."

      "So what are you thinking?"

      "Not sure. I looked over her school records, and she seems to have done okay in elementary school, but has had some trouble with her grades this first year in high school. Her teachers don't report any suspicions of possible abuse, but do mention she seems very withdrawn."

      "Doesn't seem a smart move to uproot the kid during the school year when she's already struggling," I observe.

      "I guess it depends on what the reasoning is. I tried to get some insight from her, but like I said, I didn't get far. Was thinking perhaps you could let Boulder work his magic on her. Loosen her up, so to speak."

      "Call her in, Boulder can wait for his treat in return for more cuddles." At hearing the magic word—treat—Boulder sits up with his floppy ears as perked as he can get them. "Be patient, buddy. First you get to make a new friend."

      When the young girl shuffles reluctantly into the room, her eyes immediately land on Boulder. The change in her is noticeable when the dog immediately eases up to her and shoves his big head under her hand. She barely spares me a glance, so I observe and wait.

      She's a little on the small side for her age, and her short spiked hair only adds to the impression of someone younger than fourteen. A pretty girl. Her beautiful blue eyes and dainty nose, set in a round face, make her look like a doll. She carries a little puppy fat a lot of girls going through hormonal changes deal with. Nothing major, and nothing that won't disappear with regular activity in a couple of years.

      She crouches down beside Boulder and gets in his face, talking in a very soft voice, but I can pick up 'handsome boy.' Truth be told, he is anything but, but his beautiful spirit more than makes up for the fact he is not exactly Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show material. I sit back in my chair and watch my pup work his magic, even pulling a little smile from her when he sniffs her face with his big wet nose.

      Patience pays off when she turns to me.

      "What's his name?"

      She smiles when I tell her. Most people do. He's a solid boy and hard to move when he doesn't feel like it. The girl is discovering that when he comfortably leans into her, almost knocking her over.

      "What about you? What's your name?"

      She glances at me suspiciously before she answers. "Millie. Millie Tobias."

      "Nice to meet you, Millie Tobias. I like your name."

      "Thank you," she mumbles.

      "I'm Ms. Marchand, Fred or Freddy is fine too. I'm what they call an animal therapist. I bring Boulder to the hospital or to the schools in the area regularly so he can get his cuddle fix." The suspicion is not quite gone from her eyes but she's still watching me. "At least that's what he thinks. He doesn't realize the comfort he brings some people."

      That earns me the tiniest of smiles before she focuses her attention back on the dog. I let that percolate for a bit before I continue.

      "He's usually busier at the beginning of the school year, especially with the kids just starting high school. That's why Ms. Treyvaud thought you might like to meet him. I hear you've just changed schools."

      At first I don't think she's going to respond, but then she sighs and sits down on the floor with her back against the wall. Boulder doesn't hesitate and lays his head on her legs, maintaining contact. He's such a good boy. Almost instantly, Millie's hand starts stroking his ear and I can almost see the dog's eyes rolling back in his head from sheer bliss.

      "I wasn't doing too well in school," she finally speaks up. "Back in Kanata? That's where we lived. Dad said we could probably both use a change of pace, so he moved us here." Her eyes drop down to the dog's head as she adds in an almost whisper, "He quit his job and everything."

      I can hear the conflicted emotions in what and how she words it. Both anger and guilt. In this case, the two are tightly connected.

      "Oh," I feign surprise. "I thought Ms. Treyvaud mentioned your father was retired?"

      "He took early retirement a few months ago, but only after…" Her eyes flick up at me, just for a moment. "Anyway," she continues, quickly changing the subject. Clearly something happened she's not ready to talk about. "We're here now. Well, we live in Carling, just outside of Nobel? The lake is nice, but the bugs suck."

      I bark out a laugh and assure her, "I can tell you that the mosquitos and black flies will be mostly gone by the time July comes along. Black flies for sure. Those nasty critters don't like the heat of the sun. In the meantime, don't wear any perfume or body spray—they tend to be attracted to that—stay inside at dawn and dusk, they're most active then, and if you have to go out, make sure you wear lots of bug spray with Deet, that's most effective."

      Again, that little smile pops out, but just as she opens her mouth to say something, the buzzer for lunch sounds. Poor timing, I was hoping I could loosen her up to talk a little more. There is something about this girl that has me concerned. I get why Susan wanted me to see her.

      "That's lunch for you, right?" She nods in response. "Boulder will be disappointed." I point to the dog, who is fast asleep on the girl's lap. "If you like, I can bring him in again next week. I'm sure he'd appreciate the ear scratches."

      "Maybe," she mumbles, dropping her face in the scruff of his neck.

      "Just let Ms. Treyvaud know. And if you would like to see him earlier, or have a chat with me, feel free to have her contact me, and I'll see if I can swing by earlier." I get up, which has Boulder jumping to all fours. He knows what's waiting for him at home.

      Millie scrambles to her feet as well. "See you around, Boulder," she says, patting his head before turning to me. "Thanks for letting me pet him."

      "You're very welcome. Like I said, he loves the cuddles."

      With a shy smile, she nods and walks out of the room. It does not escape my notice that she has very carefully avoided committing to anything. Sweet, smart, but also conflicted and very, very cautious.

      What I wouldn't give to meet her father.
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      Newt

      

      "How was school?"

      "Fine." It's the same answer Millie gave me yesterday and it doesn't tell me anything. I read somewhere once that when a woman says 'fine,' it means she's everything but.

      "Anything exciting?" I try again, which earns me an eye-roll, and I turn my eyes back to the road.

      "Actually," she suddenly says, surprising me. "I met a dog today."

      "At school?" I'm confused; I didn't know they let dogs in the school.

      "Yeah. Dad, can we get a dog?"

      "Wait. Is that even allowed? Bringing a dog into school?"

      "I guess so. He's some kind of service dog. But, Dad, can we have a dog?"

      "What—like a Seeing Eye dog?"

      "No, he belonged to a therapist visiting the school. So can we?"

      "You saw a therapist?"

      "It was just some kind of welcome thing they do with new kids."

      "That's pretty neat."

      "Whatever, it wasn't a big deal. Can we pick up a donut at Tim Hortons?" she asks, changing tracks at lightning speed. We're coming up to Nobel and Timmies is just down the road. "I just really liked the dog. So?"

      "Sure, we can."

      The screaming that follows almost has me running the damn Jeep off the road.

      "Yes! Thanks so much, Dad," she says with more enthusiasm than I've heard her express in the past four years. "Can we get one this weekend?"

      Now I'm confused. Does she not want me to stop now?

      "You want your donut this weekend?"

      "Donut I want now." She turns to me with big wide innocent eyes. "But we can shop for the dog this weekend?"

      Wait. What?
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      Newt

      
      "Hand me that wrench, Mill."

      It's a good thing I haven't lost my reflexes or I would've had a hole in my head. I bite my tongue. We're on day four of Millie's silent treatment. Ever since I put the kibosh on getting a dog this weekend, she's frozen me out. It's not that I don't want a dog, because I'd love one now that I actually have time for one, but I won't let my daughter run roughshod over me. She knew damn well I was agreeing to get her a donut and not a dog.

      The dog will come, but not until I'm good and ready, and that won't be until school's out for the summer. If she wants a dog, she'll have to help train and look after it. No better time than summer break to get her in that routine. For now, I'm just waiting for her to show signs of the sweet girl I know is in there somewhere. As soon as I get a glimpse, I'll talk to her about getting a pet. I'm not about to reward this kind of behaviour.

      My natural instinct would be to have her sit, dig down deep, and get her to talk, but after what I walked in on three months ago, I'm afraid of what she'll do when I push. The psychologist, our doctor set us up with, tried to tell me it was just a phase and she would grow out of it, but I'm not buying it. Just another quack who is quick to brush off any concerns and pull out a bottle of pills as a solution. Same thing happened when Millie's mom, Esther, got sick. She'd complained for months about severe abdominal pains and was sent home with pills for stomach acid. When she finally put her foot down and got a referral for a CAT scan, the cancer had metastasized through her body and two months later she was dead. I've lost all faith in the medical profession.

      Still, Millie concerns me. From the corner of my eye, I look at her sitting cross-legged on the dock, next to my toolbox—with earbuds in—probably meant to ward off conversation. I barely recognize the angry, moody girl whose sweet smile used to light up when I walked into a room.

      I don't hold any illusions that I have the right answers for her. Fuck, I don't even know what to do for her, but I do know if I'm not careful, she'll slip even further away.

      I give the new bolt a final twist and hoist myself out of the water to sit on the dock beside her.

      "I think we should go buy us some rods. I hear this lake is good for bass fishing. A few juicy ones would make for a good meal."

      Millie snorts. "Fishing? You? I've never even seen you hold a rod. Do you even know how to clean fish?"

      I turn my head to look at her, fake shock on my face.

      "You forget I lived for thirty-five years before you even came along. I used to head up to Lake Nipissing with a bunch of guys every year to go fishing. We'd just bring a tent and a sleeping bag, and would spend a week fishing for walleye, bass, and even the occasional perch. We'd toss back what was too small and keep only those we would eat at night. Cooking fresh fish over wood fire, there's nothing like it."

      "Didn't you have a camp stove?" she asks, and I give myself a little pat on the back for successfully drawing her out.

      "Nah, we cooked everything over a wood fire. Wasn't so much fun in the mornings; it took forever to gather the wood, stoke the flames, and get water boiling for coffee, but we always had a great time around the fire. The whole process of catching, cleaning, and cooking would take up almost the whole day, but everything tasted so much better. Those were some of the best times."

      When I look at her again, her face is softer, sweeter, more like my Millie. Her eyes are focused out on the lake and mine follow suit. We sit silently for a bit, listening to the sounds of nature.

      "Would Canadian Tire have fishing rods?" she asks suddenly, her eyes still fixed on the water.

      I let my smile come out. "Let's go find out."

      I get up and hold out a hand, which she eventually takes. I pull her up to her feet, grab the toolbox, sling an arm around her neck, and we start walking toward the cottage.

      
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
      Freddy

      
      "Seventy-two thirty-five, please."

      That adds up quickly. A new dog bed for Boulder—his old one has zero padding left—a couple of new bins for the feed, since the mice ate holes in the old ones during the last cold spell, and a few pairs of work gloves.

      I use my debit card to pay, mentally crunching numbers. I have to make sure enough is in my account so the cheque for the vet, who is coming by this afternoon, won't bounce. I wouldn't mind having a few bucks left to last out the month either.

      I love my animals, I do, but their bills add up, putting a hefty dent in an otherwise decent paycheque. Especially the months a vet's visit is scheduled. I discovered quickly, as my animal family grew, it was cheaper to have Hank come for a visit every three months and look at all my buddies, than it was to bring them one at a time to his clinic. He had to come out for Chester every now and then anyway. Unless there is something urgent, this routine has worked well over the past few years.

      Today, Boulder is due for his shots, which he's not a fan of, and George has a bump on his back that looks to be tender. Probably just a cyst that needs draining. Nails and hooves need trimming, and I think one of the cats, Moe, might be pregnant. She went missing for a couple of days, and has since been spending most of her time inside the house with a suspiciously growing belly.

      In a hurry to get back to the house in time, I quickly unload my purchases into the back of my car and rush the shopping cart back inside.

      "Hey, watch where you're going."

      "Oops, sorry," I apologize, lifting my eyes to see who I almost ran over.

      My stomach drops when I recognize the same guy who poked his nose in my business earlier this week. Shit. The angry scowl is still the same, as are the blue eyes and the enticing scruff.

      "Still rushing into trouble, I see?"

      I squint my eyes, not quite trusting the hint of humour in his voice, but there it is, a little tug at the corner of his mouth as if he's holding back a grin. Hard to imagine a smile on that stern face, but even that small twitch is way more attractive than is healthy.

      "Really sorry, I'm in a hurry," I mutter, as I quickly push the shopping cart to the side and bolt back outside. When I get to my car, I throw a surreptitious glance over my shoulder, to see him striding toward a dark-coloured SUV a few rows over.

      Waiting beside it is the troubled girl I met on Tuesday: Millie.

      -

      "Come on, big boy," I coo at Boulder, who is whimpering when Hank pulls out a syringe. "It's just a little sting. It'll be over in a second and then you can go outside."

      Hank's first stop had been Moe; rolled up in a ball on the couch and not impressed at all her sleep got interrupted. I had to hold her, while Hank palpated her abdomen, to keep her from putting claws or teeth into his hands. Moe is not the friendliest of cats on a good day, just barely tolerating my existence.

      Based on the dates she went AWOL and Hank's examination, he figures she'll be giving birth in about three weeks, right around the start of July. We discuss plans to spay her as soon as the kittens stop nursing. He offers to abort the litter and spay her at the same time, but I can't bring myself to do that. It's my fault I didn't get her in sooner, before she got herself knocked up. Larry and Curly were done already, but somehow Moe got lost in the shuffle.

      Hank gives the dog his shot, clips his nails, and in no time he's outside jumping and circling our legs as we make our way over to the barn. George's lump needs draining, as I suspected. While I distract her with food and chin scratches, Hank disinfects the area and lances the cyst. I look away, the sight and stench of the crud erupting from her skin a little too much, even for me.

      Timber and Chester are pictures of health, thank goodness. It's taken Hank a little over an hour to do the rounds of my crew.

      "Thanks so much," I say, handing him a cheque for his services. "And if you hear of anyone looking for a kitten, send them my way."

      "Will do." He tucks away the cheque and tosses his bag in the back of his truck, before turning to me, his weathered face cracking with a smile. "Which reminds me, have you ever considered taking on another dog?"

      "Not fair, Hank. Not fair. You know I'd take in every damn stray if I could." It's not the first time he's done this. How do you think I got Chester and George?

      "But this one is different. Two weeks ago someone brought in a jute bag they found in the creek behind the seniors’ home. Inside were three pups, I'm guessing just shy of a month old. I couldn't revive one of them, but the other two are taking to the bottle and are doing fine."

      "You're killing me, Hank. Two? You're telling me you can't find anyone willing to take on a couple of pups?"

      The older man shrugs a bit sheepishly. "What can I say? Those little girls have had a rough start, I'd like to see them end up in a good home."

      Two girls. Boulder would be thrilled.

      "I'll ask around, okay?" I concede without committing to anything. "When do you figure they'll be ready?"

      "You're the best," he says, clapping me on the shoulder, a wide grin on his face. "Probably first week of July. You won't regret it, they're beautiful pups. You should pop into the clinic and see."

      "I haven't made any promises," I quickly remind him as he gets behind the wheel.

      "I know," he says, closing his door firmly and throwing me a wink.

      Bastard. He knows damn well I'll be knocking on his door before the week is out.

      -

      I manage to resist, but by Monday afternoon I'm already weakening.

      After seeing my last patient off, I tell Jess goodnight, get in my car, and drive to the corner where I stop. Right will take me home, left to get to the vet. The lure of puppies is too much.

      "Surprised you held out this long," Hank says, chuckling, when I walk in.

      "All your fault," I grumble, following him to the back, where two adorable black and tan puppies are curled together in a crate.

      One is on its back, the plump little pink belly visible, and the second one lifts her head when I crouch down. She clambers over her sister, sticks her little black nose through the bars, and I gently stroke her. The little pleading whines she emits melt away whatever pitiful resistance I have.

      "The girls named her Bijou," Hank says, reaching over my shoulder to open the gate. "Because of that diamond-shaped patch above her
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