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            Prologue

         
         I squint through the branches, searching for one of the torn strips of her T-shirt that we used to mark our path. I can’t
            see the sky. The dark woods close above me. The air is thick with dew. I gulp in heaping mouthfuls trying to steady my stuttering
            heart. If I’m lost, I might not ever find my way out. We were warned it would be rough trying to get through this twisted
            old forest. Warned there was some kind of dead zone right in the middle. But we didn’t care. Death has been chasing us for
            a while now. It doesn’t scare us anymore. We pulled on rubber boots and came anyway.
         

         
         I felt pretty brave as we hopped the gate. But now fear claws at my throat because I didn’t think I’d have to do this all
            alone. Without Gus. We were supposed to be in this together to the end. Mother and daughter. Gus is my mom. Her real name
            is Augusta. Augusta Monet. I haven’t called her Mama since that awful day three years ago. And even though she wasn’t the
            one who disappeared that August morning, she sort of did. I remember it like it was yesterday.
         

         
         
            
               The sun felt warm on my skin that summer day. The water was cool and skimmed with seaweed. Kids bobbed in the waves and built sand forts on the foamy shore. A family ate hamburgers at a picnic table and some teenagers played volleyball over a sagging net. A dad chased a red beach umbrella that tumbled and flapped in the breeze like a warning flag. Everyone was where they were meant to be that morning. 

               
               All except Howard.

               
               He got a text as we were laying our towels in a row on the sand. He said it was a lead—for the article he was writing. Someone
                  he had to go meet. He said he’d take the camper van into the county. He’d only be gone a couple of hours tops, he promised.
               

               
               “Did you want me to get you anything on the way back?” he asked.

               
               “Ice cream.” I smiled.

               
               “Chocolate mint,” he said, nodding. He knew my favorite. Howard knew everything about me. Like a dad does, even though he
                  wasn’t my real dad.
               

               
               My real dad was an ex-convict. Gus doesn’t think it’s right to hide the truth from kids. Especially from her own kid. She
                  never once pretended there was a Santa or an Easter Bunny. So when I was old enough to understand, Gus took me to see him.
                  I was around five. He wouldn’t even look at me. We were strangers to each other. All he said to me was that he hoped I didn’t
                  have too much of his bad blood in me. I could tell he didn’t want me. Howard wanted me from the day I was born. He told me
                  so.
               

               
               Howard headed up the beach. Gus didn’t say goodbye. When he got to the edge, he turned and waved. Gus was staring across the bay toward the horizon where Lake Ontario meets the sky. I waved to Howard for both of us. He smiled then walked away. He crossed the parking lot and headed down the road leading away from Outlet Beach. I watched as he rounded the corner to our campsite. Site 88. I watched until he was gone. 

               
               That was the last time I saw him.

               
            

         
         A branch snaps behind me and I spin around to find a chipmunk scurrying across the black forest floor. I move faster. It gets
            stickier and stickier. My boots squish through muck. There’s a break in the trees up ahead that I hope is the road. I lurch
            forward, splashing through puddles as I start to run for the clearing. Suddenly there’s water everywhere. It pools around
            the trees and the rotten stink of it makes my eyes water. It’s not a clearing. It’s the dead zone. I’m nowhere near the road
            or the car or help. I’ve gone the wrong way.
         

         
         
            
               “I like your swimsuit,” I told the girl in the yellow bikini with orange polka dots. “It’s very summery.” It felt nice to
                  have an instant friend to play with on the beach that day. Together, we collected shells and played Marco Polo in the water
                  and did handstands on the sand. The sun crawled across the sky toward the dunes at West Lake on the far side of the bay. Gus
                  wanted to wait on the beach until Howard came back. But the sun started to set, and everyone packed up and headed back to
                  their campsites. Even the girl in the summery bikini left with her family. Gus was being stubborn. She was mad that Howard
                  was gone so much this trip. She was trying to make a point. I didn’t see it but when Gus was in a mood, I knew it was better
                  just to go along with it.
               

               
               It was weird having the beach all to ourselves. We were like two castaways. Like the world had ended and someone forgot to
                  tell us. And in a way, it had. We just didn’t know it yet.
               

               
               I was doing cartwheels across the beach when I found a blue-and-green string bracelet in the sand. Someone’s lost treasure that was now mine. I put it on my wrist and haven’t taken it off since. 

               
               Right after it happened, all I would dream about was that last camping trip. In some of my dreams, Howard kept his promise.
                  He heads across the sand with a cone in each hand, the chocolate mint ice cream dripping down his knuckles.
               

               
               I’d also dream about real things—like the sweet taste of the apple cider from Waupoos. Like the snap and crackle of the campfire.
                  Like the sting of marram grass on my ankles as I climbed the dunes. Sometimes I’d dream about running on the beach with my
                  kite or skipping along the boardwalk over the marsh at Cedar Sands Trail. Howard would be naming all the plants we saw along
                  the way. Spike rush. Jack-in-the-pulpit. Sweet flag. Gus would be holding his hand. I would look back at the two of them just
                  in time to see Howard lift her hand to kiss it. At the last second, he would kiss his own hand. It was one of his silly jokes.
                  And even though she kept a lot of herself inside, Gus would burst out laughing. He knew how to get her to crack.
               

               
               I’d wake up from those dreams with a full heart. And for a few seconds, I’d forget. But then I’d remember he was gone and
                  my heart would empty and hurt all over again. I’d twirl the woven strings of my bracelet, trying to go back to how I felt
                  when I found it in the sand.
               

               
               Before everything changed.

               
            

         
         It’s been almost three years. I was just a kid back then. I’ll be a teenager in a few weeks. Practically a grown-up. It’s up to me now. I can’t believe it was only eleven days ago when Gus read that stupid obituary. That’s what brought us back to the county. And now that we’ve come all this way, I can’t give up and I can’t be lost. Not after all we’ve been through. I have to do this for Gus and Howard. Even if it means heading straight into a dead zone. 

         
         I keep moving. Suddenly I hear voices up ahead. I pull the knife from my back pocket and move into the low brush, inching
            closer. I spot them a few feet in front of me. I freeze. I can see their faces. If they look this way, they’ll see me too.
            I hold my breath and grip the knife. I steady myself. Ready to fight. Or even kill if I have to. I’ve changed in eleven days.
         

         
         I am still Bly Monet. Augusta Monet’s daughter. Howard’s daughter.

         
         But I can also feel some of that bad blood pumping through my veins.

         
         I grip the knife and move slowly toward them.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
The Obituary

         
         Gus is nose-deep in her section of the newspaper when she gasps like she’s been shot. I don’t look up. She’s being dramatic
            as usual. Chewing words under her breath. Huffing. She’s sitting right across from me in the breakfast nook, but I keep my
            eyeballs glued to my section. I try to focus on the daily word scramble. It’s my morning routine. Dress. Breakfast. Coffee
            and word scramble. Floss. Brush teeth. Comb hair. Pack lunch. Go to school. In that order. I have to solve the scramble before
            I can do anything else, but she’s messing up my concentration. She lets out another big sigh and tosses the paper on the table.
         

         
         “They finally did it,” she says through clenched teeth. “Those fucking fucks.”

         
         I give up. I look at her even though I don’t want to.

         
         Her cheeks are hot pink. She picks up the paper again.

         
         It comes alive in her trembling hand like the words printed on it are electrified.

         
         I abandon the scramble and slide around to her side of the nook to see what’s what.

         
         I lean in close, my shoulder touching hers. I scan the newspaper.

         
         She’s reading the obituaries.

         
         I spot his name and the electricity goes through me too.

         
         
            BAYLIS, Howard George. Missing and presumed dead, at the age of 34. A kind and loving son, Howard is survived by his parents,
               Vivi and Kirk Baylis. A friend and colleague to many in the National Capital Region, Howard was a talented freelance journalist.
               All are welcome to attend the celebration of life at the Stone Chapel in Glenwood Cemetery. Sunday, June 26 at 4 pm, 47 Ferguson Street, Picton, Ontario.
            

         

         All the air leaves the room. This is bad. Life is about to go sideways and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I down my
            coffee, slide around the bench, and slip out of the nook. I can’t feel the kitchen floor as I walk to the sink. My throat
            is dry, my chest tight. I look back at Gus.
         

         
         We have the same green eyes and red hair. Strangers go out of their way to point at our red hair like we don’t know it’s on
            our heads. Like they’re surprising us with the news. People say I’m a mini version of Gus.
         

         
         Only what they can’t see is how different we are.

         
         I like neat rows. I like making homemade soup from leftovers and organizing my T-shirts from lights to darks in my closet.
            Gus doesn’t do rows or color coding or cooking meals from scratch. She barely does dishes. She only does laundry when she’s
            got nothing left to wear. I like to be early and I hate when people get angry. Gus is always late and she likes a fight.
         

         
         I know why she is how she is. Life’s been really, really mean to her. She lost a lot of people along the way. Both her parents. Then her last living relative, her great-grandmother. Some friends. Even Levi, her dog, got old and died. I think all that loss has messed with her insides. She never cries. She barely eats and if she does, she never eats vegetables. And even though she just turned thirty-five, I don’t think she’s ever really grown up. She didn’t have anyone to show her how. Her dad died before she was born, and her mom was killed when she was just a kid. She mostly raised herself. 

         
         Then Howard came along. He was sort of geeky and a bit silly, but he was always kind and sweet even if he could be embarrassing
            sometimes. He was a journalist for a local paper when she met him. He wasn’t really her type. At least not at first. He was
            awkward and skinny and way too romantic for Gus. But he liked her a lot. They grew close and he helped her when she was pregnant
            with me. He took care of her when she didn’t take care of herself. He showed her a new way of being in the world. A lighter
            way.
         

         
         And then out of the blue, he wasn’t there anymore. The loss was huge for both of us, but she couldn’t handle losing someone
            else so she acted like he’d be back any second. Like he was out running errands and he’d come home any day now. No one could
            tell her different. She searched for Howard for months. It was like she could see this faraway flicker that no one else could
            see. It gave her tunnel vision. All she cared about was keeping that flicker alive because it meant Howard was still alive
            and out there somewhere.
         

         
         Eventually, we had to come home without him. Mostly because the entire town of Picton was pretty much done with her. But even
            when we got back to Ottawa, Gus still lived in that tunnel. I think she was afraid to come out. Afraid that if she walked
            around in the light of the real world, she’d lose sight of the flicker.
         

         
         I turn my back to Gus and place my mug in the sink. I look out the back window at Howard’s flower garden. I’ve kept the weeds from taking over. The pink toad lilies have bloomed early. The lilac tree has grown much taller than it was on the day we planted it together when I was six. I’ve been pruning it like Howard showed me. 

         
         I wash my mug, dry it, and place it in the cupboard next to Howard’s. His mug has his name painted on it. I made it for him
            on his thirtieth birthday. I tap the side of his mug with my middle knuckle, like I do every morning—the same five-part rhythmic
            knock that reminds me of him because it was his favorite way of knocking on doors when he entered a room or tapping on a table
            when he got one of his bright ideas.
         

         
         Rat-tat-tatat-tat.

         
         I open the fridge, grab the lunch I made the night before, and shove it into my backpack. My morning routine is all wrong
            now. I can’t bring myself to floss or brush my teeth or comb my hair and I’m already dressed so I hoist my backpack over one
            shoulder and leave the house.
         

         
         Howard’s house.

         
         His parents own it now. At least that’s what their lawyers told Gus. When we left Picton, Kirk and Vivi Baylis said we could
            stay in the house until we got ourselves set up somewhere else. They said it like we were guests who didn’t belong here anymore
            now that Howard wasn’t here. They said it like they thought he was never coming back. Gus ignored them. She never looked for
            another place for us to live and they never pushed.
         

         
         Until maybe now.

         
         I shiver even though the June morning is warm. I roll my bike out of the shed.

         
         That obituary means only one thing. Howard’s parents have really given up. They think he’s dead. Why keep a house he’s not coming back to? But I don’t want to live anywhere else. This is my home and it’s the only place where Howard is. He’s everywhere. He’s in the pencil marks on the doorframe where he measured my height every year. His initials are even carved into the wood armrest of the back porch swing. I know Howard isn’t my flesh and blood, but he was my dad for almost ten whole years—thirteen if you count the ones he’s missed. 

         
         We can’t leave. We just can’t.

         
         My backpack feels loaded with bricks. I don’t bother poking my head in the back door to say have a nice day or see you later. There’s no point. And I don’t want to see that look on Gus’s face. The one she gets when she’s about to do the one thing
            the universe is screaming at her not to do.
         

         
         I put on my helmet and head down Ossington. I pedal faster and faster, trying to put as much sidewalk between me and my worries
            as I can. At school I can’t concentrate. I fail a pop quiz on algebra. I can’t eat my lunch. I get scolded by my French teacher,
            Madam Spicer-Pilon, for daydreaming. I only wish this was a dream. But it’s not. My mind won’t stop going around and around—spinning and rolling over and over and over—wondering
            how bad it will be when I get home. And what kind of bad it will be. That’s what haunts me all through French class.
         

         
         Quel genre de mal?

         
         Will it be the kind where Gus is sitting frozen in time, right where I left her in the breakfast nook? Or will it be the kind
            where she’s standing in the dining room with her head tipped to one side, staring at the evidence that’s covered the walls
            for the last two years? Those newspaper clippings, photographs, police reports, interview transcripts, and maps have become
            our wallpaper. It’s not like we use it for anything else.
         

         
         I hate that room. Every time I walk past the dining room, it reminds me that not a single piece of evidence has ever been
            found to explain where Howard went.
         

         
         The end-of-day school bell startles me and I almost fall out of my chair.

         
         Madam Spicer-Pilon shakes her head and purses her lips. She thinks I’ve been sleeping.

         
         I pedal home. Slowly. Weaving back and forth down the road. Killing time.

         
         When the house comes into view, I spot Gus at the far end of the driveway.

         
         That’s when I know.

         
         It’s another kind of bad.

         
         The kind she does best.

         
         Gus is not letting this go. She’s not retreating or hiding or crying or calling or begging. She’s going to fight. This is
            the kind of bad that makes my neck break out in hives because it’s the kind I can’t predict or understand or reason with or
            sometimes even detect at first. But I know her too well. She looks like a normal everyday mother loading suitcases into the
            trunk of Howard’s old Honda, like we’re going on a road trip to Disneyland. Like everything’s hunky-dory.
         

         
         “Hey, Boo,” Gus says when she sees me.

         
         Boo is the nickname Gus gave me when I was little because I couldn’t pronounce my own name. I kept trying but it always came
            out sounding like Boo instead of Bly so it stuck.
         

         
         “Gus,” I say flatly.

         
         “Just about ready to hit the road,” she says, keeping her voice light as if the trip’s been planned for weeks.

         
         I know exactly where we’re going. Back to Prince Edward County for Howard’s funeral. What they’re calling a celebration of life. Back to the place where he was last seen and where his parents still live in a big house next to their winery in Cherry Valley just outside the town of Picton. Back to where we used to camp every August until that summer three years ago. The summer when he went missing and our search began. But after nearly a year in Picton, Gus said we needed to go home to Ottawa so she could get her head straight. She would keep investigating from a distance, and I’d go back to school. It was time for us to get back to our normal life and our normal routine. I do love routines, but there was nothing normal about being back at the house without Howard. Gus began taping her evidence to the dining room walls. Sometimes she’d add a new piece of research—an article or a document. Sometimes she’d take everything down and tape it up a different way. Hoping the new way would spark something. She’d stare at it for days before drawing a line or circling a picture with her red marker. But after two years, her head wasn’t any straighter than when we’d left Picton. 

         
         She tried normal. She made tuna casserole every Friday night because it was all she knew how to cook. We went to the movies
            on Tuesday nights, and on Sundays we’d go walking in the Dominion Arboretum. All the trees were marked with these tiny metal
            plaques etched with the Latin names of the trees. We’d each choose a name, then spend the rest of our walk calling each other
            things like Fagus grandifolia and Gymnocladus dioicus. We’d almost pee ourselves laughing. But even on good days, I’d still go to bed with a hollow feeling in my chest, knowing
            nothing could ever really be normal without Howard.
         

         
         Gus places my olive-green suitcase next to hers in the trunk. I know she hasn’t packed the right clothes or arranged them
            in the right order, but I bite my tongue.
         

         
         “I did my best, Boo,” says Gus.

         
         She knows exactly what I’m thinking.

         
         “So, we’re going back?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

         
         Gus slams the trunk shut.

         
         “Fucking right we are, kiddo,” she says.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
The Purple Cords

         
         I remember when we finally walked back to our campsite and left the deserted beach that day. Gus made us grilled cheese sandwiches
            in a frying pan over the campfire. There were bits of ash in the cheese. Some of our cooking stuff, our cooler, and our water
            jug were still sitting on the picnic table. Left behind when Howard drove off in the camper van with most of our dishes and
            clothes inside. We had nothing to change into except for a couple of his T-shirts that were drying on the clothesline. We
            put those on over our swimsuits. It was still warm even though the sun had just set. Gus sent Howard a text but got no reply.
            There were no voice messages from him, either. It wasn’t like Howard, and I could tell she was getting more and more worried.
         

         
         I wanted her to say that she was mad as heck at Howard. That he probably ran into someone he knew and went for a beer or stopped
            by his parents’ place and lost track of time. I wanted her to say it was just like him to get caught up chatting with someone.
            Or that he was forgetful or that he had blinders on when he was working. He loved doing research. He loved chasing leads.
            He was excited about his latest story. That’s why he was late. I wanted her to say all those things or at least one of them.
            But mostly I wanted her to say she wasn’t worried.
         

         
         Instead, she said she was going to take a shower.

         
         Gus walked over to one of the stalls at the comfort station across from our site, her beach towel around her waist. I settled
            into the hammock and tried to read until it got too dark to see the words. Gus sat by the fire after her shower and let the
            heat coming off it dry her long red hair. I fell asleep as the wind rustled the sugar maples, listening for the sound of the
            wheels of the camper crunching on the gravel road.
         

         
         The sun woke me the next morning as it poked through the trees, already too bright. A beach blanket covered me. Gus was sitting
            in the same camping chair she’d been sitting in last night next to a smoky firepit, sipping coffee from a tin mug. I don’t
            think she slept. I felt bad that I did.
         

         
         “Want a cup?” she asked when she heard me yawn.

         
         I looked around for the camper. All that was there were grooves in the dirt where it used to be parked. Two tracks snaked
            across the sandy site where the camper had driven away, fading at the gravel road.
         

         
         We sipped black coffee. The smell of bacon from other campsites made my stomach growl. Gus didn’t say much. Later that morning,
            we got a lift into town from the man who checks the water quality at the park pumps. We’d seen him around all week. He had
            friendly eyes and he didn’t talk much. He dropped us on Picton’s Main Street in front of a used clothing store called City
            Revival. We were still wearing flip-flops and swimsuits with Howard’s T-shirts overtop. We looked like tourists who’d gotten
            lost on their way to the beach.
         

         
         Inside City Revival, we picked out some clothes to tide us over until he gets back, Gus said. I was happy they were used. I don’t like new things. Newness makes my skin itch. I picked out a pair of purple cords that were too big for my almost ten-year-old body, but the second I saw them, I had to have them. I loved them more than I’d loved any piece of clothing I’d ever owned. Circa 1970 was what the woman at the counter told me, nodding in approval. She offered me a belt to hold them up. Gus picked out a pair
            of jeans. She was tucking Howard’s T-shirt into the waist when she spotted a jean jacket. It reminded her of one she used
            to wear when she was young, so she bought it.
         

         
         We walked down the street and got pancakes at Gus’s Family Restaurant. We ate there at least once every summer. We sat in
            our usual booth. I remember the first time Howard saw the sign out front, he stopped the car and pointed.
         

         
         “Gus, look, it’s your place,” he’d said with a laugh.

         
         Tears ran down his cheeks he was laughing so hard. The car behind us started honking. Gus didn’t get why he found it so funny,
            but Howard’s funny bone was easily tickled. From then on, anytime it rained, he would say, How about we head on over to Gus’s, Gus? Then we’d drive into town for pancakes and bacon. Most campers didn’t, but I loved rainy mornings.
         

         
         But this morning everything was different. The sky was as blue as a robin’s egg and the sun was so bright it hurt my eyes.
            And Howard wasn’t laughing. He wasn’t with us. We ate without talking. When we walked out of the restaurant, Gus finally called
            his parents. I’d been wondering why she hadn’t done it last night, but I didn’t ask. Gus did things her way, in her own time.
            I think maybe she was afraid that he might be there and she didn’t know why or what she’d done wrong.
         

         
         But he wasn’t there.

         
         His father, Kirk, drove into town right away to pick us up. He took us to their place in Cherry Valley about a ten-minute drive from Picton. Howard’s mother, Vivi, busied herself getting rooms ready for us. She fussed over me, made peach cobbler, let me play around on her piano, and when night came, she started knitting and humming to herself. She reminded me of a hummingbird hovering and twitching. 

         
         We were all in it together at first, united by worry and hope and love. They insisted that we stay with them until he was
            found, like it was only a matter of time. After a while, time was all we had. Days went by. Then weeks. When the school year
            started, I was enrolled at Marysburgh Public down the road. Gus spent her days driving around the county. Kirk and Vivi helped
            when they could, but the winery kept them busy. After months of searching and asking questions and handing out flyers and
            posting missing person signs and coming up with theories and tracking leads and arguing about what to do next, everyone was
            exhausted and sad and angry and lost. Vivi cried at the drop of a hat, which made me cry. She didn’t like that Gus never shed
            a tear. But Gus didn’t have time for tears. She didn’t want them blurring her vision. Vivi thought she was coldhearted.
         

         
         Summer turned to fall, then winter, then spring. And as warmer weather came, a chill set in. There was no more peach cobbler.
            Vivi and Gus barely spoke except through Kirk or me. Pretty soon, we all stopped talking. In that silence, a space opened
            up. At first, blame filled it. Then an ice-cold emptiness seeped in. Kirk tried to warm things up with lame jokes or predictions
            about the unseasonably hot weather. But in the end, he sided with his wife. It was time for us to go. We’d been living at
            the winery for almost a year. They’d been patient and generous, but they couldn’t do it anymore. They said they had a business
            to run.
         

         
         I knew the real reason they wanted us to go. We weren’t theirs and we all knew it. I was sort of their grandchild, but not really. Gus was sort of Howard’s wife, but she wasn’t. They never got married. We weren’t blood. We weren’t family. We were just a reminder of what they’d lost. Their only son. Their real flesh and blood. So we left. The emptiness followed us home and we’ve been living with it ever since. 

         
         But now, as we head west on the 401, the afternoon sun streaks the clouds red and orange. We pass that familiar flying j sign just after Napanee, and suddenly I get the feeling we’ve left the emptiness behind. Something new has taken its place.
            I stare out the front window of the Honda and I begin to see what it is.
         

         
         It is Gus’s flicker.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
The Pink Ribbon

         
         The funeral is in two days.

         
         It’s late Friday afternoon when we get to our second-floor room at the Picton Bayside Hotel on Bridge Street. It’s not even
            July yet, but the lady at the front desk says it’s high season when Gus raises an eyebrow at the price of the room.
         

         
         “Count yourself a couple lucky ducks. You scooped up a last-minute cancellation,” she tells us.

         
         We leave our door open to let in the breeze. While Gus settles in, I step out onto the balcony that runs along the back of
            the hotel. It overlooks a marina. I lean on the rail and watch as a man hoses down the side of a large boat. Some kids are
            playing tag on the grass near the dock. They’re all squealing—especially a little girl in a pink dress. A teenager fills a
            wheelbarrow with weeds and deadheads from a garden. An older lady sits hunched on a wood bench tossing bits of bread to a
            couple of ducks bobbing between the boats. Lucky ducks. I stare at the sunlight sparkling on the water like jewels. My vision begins to ripple, making everything look like it’s
            underwater.
         

         
         I rub my eyes and when I look back at the marina, I see something flipping on the breeze. It’s bright pink. It floats on the air then tumbles to the dock, before lifting and twirling like it’s putting on a show just for me. I think it’s a ribbon, but I need to find out. 

         
         Gus comes up beside me. She asks if I want to take a walk to the Agrarian Market to get snacks. I tell her to go without me.
            Then I race down the balcony to the stairwell. At the bottom, I scan the lawn then head for the dock. Where did the ribbon go? I race to the very end, checking between the boats, looking up and down, then back across to the parking lot and garden.
         

         
         It’s disappeared.

         
         I can feel tears starting to well up and I don’t know why.

         
         But before they can spill, I spot it. The ribbon is caught in the branch of a rosebush at the edge of the garden. I run over
            and grab it. A thorn from the rosebush pricks my finger and a pearl of blood stains the ribbon. I try to wipe it off but the
            blood smears.
         

         
         Another flash of pink catches my eye. I look across the parking lot just as a bicycle disappears behind the building. Before
            I can stop myself, I start running for it. I round the corner of the hotel. There it is. A pink bike with a banana seat with
            pink ribbons tied to each handlebar like pom-poms. It has to be a sign. I race after it.
         

         
         The boy riding the bike is pedaling up the hill toward Main Street. He’s a big kid with straw-yellow hair. He’s struggling
            on the steep hill and the bike is weaving dangerously close to passing cars. The bike’s too small for him. I follow as fast
            as I can. When he reaches the top, he doesn’t head toward town. Instead, he goes northeast to the outskirts. I’m at least
            a full block behind him. He zigzags down the sidewalk for about a half mile as the road becomes a highway and the houses spread
            out and the sidewalk changes to a dirt shoulder. He’s still teetering close to traffic. I don’t want him to get hit. Someone
            sticks their head out the passenger window of a truck and yells get off the road, you fucking moron before tossing a soda can at him. It just misses his head. I jog after him. He turns onto a side road. I can’t see him anymore through the trees. My legs are burning. 

         
         When I get to the side road, I spot the boy leaning his bike against a fence that surrounds a small church painted all white.
            He unlatches a metal gate and slips through. As he walks toward the church, I come along the fence. A sign on the gate says
            the old chapel 1809. He hasn’t seen me. The boy has a limp and one of his shoulders is lower than the other. Now that I’m closer, I think he
            might be a grown-up. But he seems like a kid. Half skipping, half walking. Half boy, half man. He opens the chapel door and
            goes inside, leaving it open a crack.
         

         
         I look around. The road is a dead end. Deserted. I slip through the gate. As I walk toward the chapel, I hear music. A beautiful,
            sad song. Someone’s playing “Amazing Grace” on an organ. I step inside. It’s all shadows. Once my eyes adjust, I can make
            out pews on the main floor and two balconies overhead. There’s an old woodstove in the corner. Dust swirls inside a shaft
            of sunlight that streams in from an open window. The shaft angles toward the front corner of the chapel where it lights up
            the boy like a spotlight. He’s sitting at an organ. He’s the one making the beautiful music. His feet pump the pedals and
            his fingers dance across the keys. He’s tipped to one side, just like how he walks. He’s swaying to the rhythm. I inch closer.
            I can smell something earthy and musty. I think it’s him.
         

         
         I clear my throat. He keeps playing. I don’t want to startle him. I try again.

         
         “Hello?” I call out.

         
         His fingers freeze and the music stops. He lifts his chin and sniffs the air like a dog.

         
         Then he slowly turns and looks at me.

         
         I smile and give him a little wave.

         
         “I like your music,” I tell him.

         
         He looks like he’s about to say something but just as he opens his mouth, a shadow blocks the sunlight on his face. I turn to look. A figure is silhouetted in the open window. 

         
         “That you in there, Dod?” shouts the silhouette.

         
         The voice bounces off the chapel ceiling, making it sound crazy loud. The boy leaps off the bench, sending it clattering to
            the floor. He stumbles toward me. I lurch into the pews to get out of his way. He’s out the door before I can stop him.
         

         
         “Who else is in there? It’s after-hours,” barks the silhouette.

         
         “I didn’t know. I’m leaving,” I say.

         
         I hurry outside. I can’t see the boy anywhere.

         
         The silhouette belongs to an old man who hobbles around the side of the building, a rake in one hand. He’s almost as thin
            as the rake and not nearly as scary looking as his voice sounded.
         

         
         “Hello,” I say. “Um, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to trespass. I saw the boy go in and—”

         
         He leans on his rake and twirls his long white beard between his fingers.

         
         “I’ve told him once, I’ll tell him a thousand times, he’s gonna get in right shit if those ladies from the historical society
            catch him with his grubbies on their precious antique organ,” says the man.
         

         
         “You’d think they’d want him to play when he can play like that,” I say.

         
         “You ain’t from these parts, are ya?” he says.

         
         “I’m here for a funeral,” I tell him.

         
         He crosses himself.

         
         “I’m the groundskeeper here. Digby Vader. Site’s closed to visitors for the day,” he says. “But you’re welcome back tomorrow.”

         
         I glance at the gate. The bike is still leaning on the fence.

         
         “You called him Dod?” I ask.

         
         He squints.

         
         “Most folks ’round here call him Dud. ’Cause he’s different. He was born a tad dim and he walks kinda funny on account of an accident a few years back,” he says. 

         
         “Oh” is all I can think to say.

         
         “Folks don’t like different. But you got a point. Dod Perley’s got the gift of music in him. Taught himself. Can’t even read
            notes. Just picks up tunes by ear.”
         

         
         “He’s very good,” I say.

         
         “Not much good ever came from the Perleys making more Perleys, I can tell ya that.” Digby chuckles.

         
         It’s a mean thing to say.

         
         I feel sorry for Dod Perley and I don’t even know him.

         
         “All righty then,” he says as he grabs up his rake. He’s done talking.

         
         “Nice bike.” He nods, thinking it’s mine.

         
         He turns and heads for the small graveyard next to the chapel.

         
         I ride the bike back to the hotel. I’m sure it belongs to the girl in the pink dress and not to Dod Perley. It’s too small
            and pink for him. Maybe he borrowed it and forgot to return it.
         

         
         I’m right about the bike, but wrong about him borrowing it. It does belong to the girl. But her family thinks it was stolen
            and they think I was the one who stole it. They’re staying in a first-floor room right below ours. The whole family is searching
            for the bike when I ride up. Two parents, two boys, and the girl in pink who’s sobbing. Before I can explain what happened,
            they grab the bike. They make such a fuss that a policeman who’s inside having dinner in the restaurant comes out to see what’s
            going on. The manager of the hotel and some other customers gather around me in the parking lot. People look down from the
            balcony. I’m scared and flustered and red-faced and the girl’s dad won’t let go of my elbow.
         

         
         That’s when Gus comes around the corner of the building. She has a grocery bag in each hand. Her face goes white. She drops the bags and chocolate-covered almonds roll across the pavement. 

         
         “Get your hands off her,” Gus barks.

         
         She glares at the dad. He lets me go and shrinks behind his wife. The pink girl wraps herself around her mum’s leg like a
            baby monkey. The woman points at Gus.
         

         
         “That’s her,” she spits. “That’s the mother.”

         
         Then she points her long finger at me.

         
         “As if it isn’t obvious,” she says, staring at my red hair like it’s evidence of a crime.

         
         Her boys snicker. Gus goes nose to nose with the woman. The policeman steps between them, facing Gus.

         
         “It seems your daughter stole this girl’s bike,” he says.

         
         Gus pulls me over to her.

         
         “You okay, Boo?” she asks, ignoring the policeman. “Did they hurt you?”

         
         The girl’s mum makes a show of rolling her eyes.

         
         “We are the victims here,” she puffs.
         

         
         The pink girl wails on cue.

         
         “My daughter doesn’t steal,” Gus tells the policeman.

         
         I feel a rush of love for Gus in that moment. She knows me and even if she doesn’t always make sure I eat my vegetables or
            brush my teeth like most mothers do, she’ll always fight for me.
         

         
         “We caught her red-handed,” says the girl’s mum. “Or should I say red-headed.”
         

         
         She cackles. I now see that she’s a witch.

         
         Gus ignores her and focuses on the young policeman, who looks uncomfortable and hot in his stiff uniform.

         
         “What’s your name, Officer?” asks Gus.

         
         He doesn’t know who he’s dealing with.

         
         “Constable Journey. Able Journey. Picton OPP detachment,” he says.

         
         “Are you accusing my kid of a crime, Constable?” she asks.

         
         “I’m just looking into an incident is all, ma’am,” he says, looking down at his notepad.

         
         “Wow, pretty slow day,” Gus says.

         
         “I was having a bite in the restaurant . . . and there was s-such a r-ruckus outside,” he stutters.

         
         He flips through his notepad and clears his throat. He shifts his attention to me.

         
         “How old are you, miss?” he asks.

         
         “Almost thirteen,” I tell him.

         
         Gus steps in front of me.

         
         “You can’t be serious?” she says.

         
         “Did you leave your daughter unattended, miss, ma’am?” he tries.

         
         “So now I’m the criminal,” says Gus.

         
         “What did you say your name was?” he asks.

         
         “I didn’t say,” says Gus.

         
         The witch folds her arms and gives the people around her a what’d I tell you look.
         

         
         The pink girl ramps up her fake crying. I want to kick her bony shin so she has something to really cry about.

         
         “Name?” repeats the constable, trying to take control back.

         
         “Augusta Monet,” says Gus. “M-O-N-E-T.”

         
         The constable hesitates like he’s forgotten what to do next.

         
         “Oh,” he says. “You. You’re, um . . .”

         
         Gus stares at him.

         
         “Here for the, the funeral,” he says quietly.

         
         He knows who she is.

         
         Gus is legendary at the Picton OPP detachment. And not in a good way. It’s why Constable Journey knows all about her even though he’s never met her. 

         
         I once saw her picture on a bulletin board in the staff break room at the detachment when I was nine. Across the top, someone
            had written cuckoo bird alert: approach with caution. I wasn’t supposed to be in that break room, but I snuck in to get a bag of chips from the vending machine. I ripped the sign
            down, tore it up, and stuffed it in the garbage can.
         

         
         They didn’t know Gus. She wasn’t crazy. She just wasn’t like them. They were always saying things about procedures and protocols
            and policies back then. They liked their P words. Gus had her own. Purpose, persistence, possibility. She also liked F words. She wouldn’t be told what to do or how to do it. They tried. I was there.
         

         
         Back then, we were brought into the detachment a bunch of times. I always waited for her on the same bench in the same hall.
            At first, they didn’t charge her because they felt sorry for her. But Gus being Gus, they soon got sick of her. She was charged
            with trespassing, theft, breaking and entering, harassment, disturbing the peace. She even got a ticket for sleeping in her
            car at the side of a road. They wanted her gone. They pressured Howard’s parents. Told them she was messing with the investigation.
            The detachment commander, Staff Sergeant Julius Muirhead, was a friend of theirs. He told them she was a royal pain in the ass. He never liked her. She was an outsider from the city telling the local police commander how to do his job. And she was
            a reminder they weren’t doing it. They hadn’t found Howard and they had no leads.
         

         
         Constable Journey’s face goes red. He puts away his notepad.

         
         The witch looks confused. She can feel things slipping away and she doesn’t know why.

         
         Everyone is staring at me. It feels like they’re all whispering about us.

         
         “I didn’t do anything wrong,” I shout, a little too loud. “I was just bringing the bike back for her. Someone else stole it. Borrowed it, I mean. He didn’t mean to take it, I’m sure.” 

         
         I say this as fast as I can so they’ll all stop looking at me.

         
         “Do you know who took the bike, Boo?” asks Gus, putting her hand on my shoulder.

         
         “I don’t,” I tell her as tears fill my eyes. “I don’t know anyone around here. I just returned it, that’s all.”

         
         The witch tsk, tsk, tsks at me. I want to run upstairs and hide under my bed but I can’t.
         

         
         “I think we’re done here,” says Gus to the constable.

         
         Gus pulls me away, over to the grocery bags. We both kneel and start gathering the snacks that spilled out.

         
         “She’s a little liar,” spits the witch.

         
         Gus rises and lunges for the woman.

         
         The constable jumps between them and the witch cackles.

         
         “See. Like mother, like daughter,” she shouts to the crowd.

         
         Gus tosses a chocolate almond at the witch.

         
         It hits her forehead and she acts like she’s been shot. Her husband puffs his chest.

         
         “Easy now, everyone,” says the constable.

         
         Gus heads back to me and we pick up the rest of our stuff. No one helps.

         
         The constable holds out his arms and presses the family back.

         
         “Okay, show’s over, folks,” the constable says, trying to get everyone to move on.

         
         The witch recovers from her injury. She ignores the constable and walks up to the hotel manager.

         
         “Julia, we’ve been coming here a very long time, and we have a lot of friends,” she says.

         
         “Mrs. McNabb, please, Mrs. McNabb, we know you’re a valued . . . we appreciate your business. We-we . . .” stammers Julia.

         
         The witch turns her back on the manager and storms toward her room with her family following. The pink girl sticks her tongue out at me. 

         
         Julia leaves a note under our door an hour later. She’s sorry but our room’s been double-booked and since the other people
            booked it first, she has to give it to them and there are no other rooms so we have to vacate the property tomorrow morning.
            Checkout is 10 a.m.

         
         And even though it’s not tomorrow and it’s almost dusk, Gus doesn’t want to spend another second in that hotel. We pack our
            things and leave. Gus parks around the corner on Main and starts calling motels, hotels, guesthouses, and private campgrounds
            and trailer parks, but the whole county is booked solid. High season.
         

         
         No vacancies, they tell her, over and over.
         

         
         I feel vacant. And I want to go home.

         
         Instead, we drive to Canadian Tire.

         
         Plan B.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            4
The Diamonds

         
         We buy a tent, sleeping bags, a lantern, and a cooler. Then we head to the Sandbanks Provincial Park, about twenty minutes
            outside Picton. Gus says we’re going camping. But we don’t drive to the check-in booths at the main gate to ask if there are
            any campsites available. Gus knows the answer already. Instead, we enter the park and take the long road down the finger of
            land that leads to Lakeshore Beach. On one side of us is Lake Ontario, on the other side is a stretch of sand dunes along
            West Lake. Howard once told me they are the largest freshwater dunes in the world.
         

         
         Before we get to the Lakeshore Beach parking area, Gus veers onto a Parks service road that winds into the forest. A sign
            says no entry but it’s pretty overgrown. Gus ignores the sign and drives until we can’t go any farther. She stops and hides the car under
            some cedars. We grab our supplies and trek to the dunes. It’s slow going because there’s no trail and the sand is deep so
            we sink in as we walk. We go up and down the dunes. At one point, we have to duck behind a clump of cottonwoods when some
            late day hikers go by. She doesn’t want anyone calling the wardens on us. The park is closing soon and then we’ll have it
            all to ourselves.
         

         
         Dusk falls. We come to a thicket of poplars next to the water’s edge where there’s a small beach. Some dead logs are scattered on the beach like benches. We dump our stuff under the poplars but we don’t set up the tent. It’s getting dark and we’re too tired to bother. We haven’t stopped moving since we left Ottawa hours ago. Gus grabs the sleeping bags and we walk down to the water. It looks just like a spot where we used to picnic and swim when I was little. We can see lights across the bay from campfires and lakeside restaurants and cottage windows. People are making s’mores and playing games and sharing stories. We’re trespassing. We climb into our sleeping bags and stare up at the night sky. It’s clear and there’s a blanket of stars above us. This place feels magical. 

         
         I ask Gus to tell me a story. She looks out at the rippling waves a while then she tells me a story about this beach. It was
            the first summer we ever camped at the Sandbanks. I was only a year old so I wouldn’t remember, she tells me. We made a day
            trip to the dunes to explore. Howard pulled me in a wagon along the shoreline. He kept making me laugh by pretending to trip
            and fall on his belly in the sand. He loved to make me giggle, she tells me. I look over. Her face is moonlit. She’s smiling
            as she remembers. Gus tells me that’s the day we found this beach. It’s called Butterfly Beach. We had a picnic. Howard had
            packed everything in a small cooler bag and put it in the wagon. Wine for them, juice for me, deviled eggs, cheese, bread,
            olives, fresh peaches, and butter tarts. After lunch, we swam and then I fell asleep wrapped in a towel in a shady spot. Howard
            carved their initials inside a heart on a piece of driftwood. Then he told her he loved her for the first time. We spent the
            whole day there until the sun set. When it was time to go, Gus pulled the wagon and I rode on Howard’s shoulders. It was a
            good day, she says.
         

         
         Gus goes quiet. After a while, her breath deepens. She’s asleep.

         
         I slip quietly out of my sleeping bag and search for the driftwood where he carved their initials. I stumble from one log to the next. But I can’t see very well so I give up. It’s a warm night and I’m sweating from all my searching. I sit and lean against a log near the shore and push my hot hands deep into the cool sand. It feels good. I wonder how deep the sand goes. 

         
         Howard knew all about these dunes. How they were made when big glaciers melted thousands of years ago. How they’re always
            moving and changing because of the strong winds and waves off the lake. How long-lost treasures have appeared in the sand,
            unearthed after centuries. Like when a guide at the park found some stone netsinkers used by the St. Lawrence Iroquois to
            fish on this beach hundreds of years ago.
         

         
         I push my cool hands deeper into the sand. Then my fingertips touch something. I wriggle the object then I grip it between
            my fingers and pull it from the sand. I hold it close to my eyes to get a better look. It’s a small plastic baggie. Inside
            it are some tiny glass stones that sparkle in the moonlight. I think they’re diamonds. I wonder if I’ve found buried treasure.
         

         
         Then my heart sinks. All this is just a story I’m telling myself to feel better. Like Gus does. I suddenly feel very small
            and the air gets sucked from my lungs, leaving me hollow. The emptiness carries me away. I can see us from way up there in
            the universe. I’m sitting on Butterfly Beach and Gus is sleeping on the sand. We’re not all together telling jokes or playing
            charades. We’re all alone—just us two. A billion miles from where we really want to be. Home with Howard.
         

         
         I wipe tears from my eyes as I climb back into my sleeping bag.

         
         Even though I want to go home, I know in my heart, this is where we are supposed to be. This is where Gus brought me. And
            I think I know why now.
         

         
         I come back down to earth and take a deep breath.

         
         We’ve come back to Butterfly Beach and Prince Edward County because it’s time to say goodbye.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            5
The Baseball Cap

         
         Saturday night it rains hard. We set up the tent and sleep inside. We listen to the wind howl in the poplars. It’s cloudy
            so there are no stars. I’m glad. The dull weather suits my sour mood. Both stick around until Sunday. The day of the funeral.
            There’s a hot wind swirling and even though it’s daytime, it looks dark. We dress in black. Mostly. Gus lets me wear my purple
            cords with my black blouse. We pack our suitcases and cooler in the trunk and shove the wet tent in the back seat. Gus says
            it doesn’t matter if it gets ruined. We’re going home once it’s all over.
         

         
         We wait in the car in the parking lot next to the Stone Chapel in Glenwood Cemetery until most of the people are inside. The
            Honda rocks as the wind tumbles a garbage can across the parking lot. It slams into someone’s car, leaving a dent. Then it
            rolls across the lawn and ends up stuck between two headstones. The large maple trees around us bend and sway like giant birds
            trying to fly away from their roots. The obituary said 4 p.m. and that’s exactly what time it is when Gus finally makes a move.
         

         
         “Let’s do this,” she says, her jaw clenched.

         
         She doesn’t look like someone about to say goodbye.

         
         I follow her into the chapel. Someone is singing as we come through the door
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