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Rain

A WOMAN, SLEEPING in a tree.

Not like a lemur, nothing like that. She’s not suspended in the branches by her toes. This tree, this red cedar, once awe-inspiring in a forest of awe-inspiring trees, is now dead. All that remains is a hollowed trunk with a triangular opening just big enough for a person to crouch through. The trunk rises about three and a half metres from the ground. Its open top is jaggy and covered with a blue tarp, which is secured around the wide circumference of the trunk with bright yellow nylon rope. Picture waxed paper secured with string over the lid of a jam jar.

This young woman is asleep under the tarp. She’s warm and dry in a sleeping bag, on a bed of blankets and more tarps, and she’s wandering through one of those dreams where you just cannot get to the place you’re trying to get to. On her feet is a pair of cumbersome, flapping shoes that get caught on all the edges (there are edges underfoot) and she’s taking wrong turn after wrong turn, destination blurring more and more. The dream hands her a peach. She takes a bite. It’s rotten.

It starts to rain. Not in the dream, it is actually raining. The forest canopy is thick so at first the drops landing on the tarp are sporadic, but soon the rain comes down harder and the water begins to collect in little pools on the tarp and eventually finds its way to small tears in the blue, synthetic fabric. It drips on the sleeping woman. First on her forehead so she turns in sleep, then on her ear, and down her neck, and stipples through her thick hair.

She wakes up. The dark is so absolute that for a second she’s not sure if her eyes are even open. She sits up and feels for something solid in the black, something she can touch. She pats the space beside her and feels the warmth and give of her sleeping friend.

The sound of the rain on the tarp is like the clop of a spooked pony and the woman is concerned that the collected water will get too heavy and the tarp will come down on them – it’s happened before, while they were asleep. It was quite a shock, it was dreadful to be woken up that way, but they laughed about it in the morning and told the story over and over again.

The woman shifts her bedding away from the drip and lies back down but now she can’t fall asleep. It’s hard to trust the integrity of this shabby structure. She frowns because, well, come on, how did she end up here anyway? Having moved out of the path of the drip, she’s now cramped in close to the inner wall of the cedar trunk. It smells dusty and musky and old. There are probably ants.

It is 11:28 p.m.
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MANY YEARS AGO, Kathleen was told by a woman examining the mulchy tea leaves scattered in her empty cup that she would always be left by the people she loved. Kathleen didn’t believe in tea-leaf reading but she didn’t question the woman; neither did she ask her to elaborate. Kathleen knew what this tea-leaf reader meant, because she’s always known it herself: she is the one who stays behind.

She encountered this so-called clairvoyant unintentionally while she was trying to fill several hours waiting for a ferry that was running very late. She was out west at the time, the other side of the country from where she lives now, from where she has always lived. When the ferry finally did arrive, she embarked with the other foot passengers and climbed the stairs to the top level and pushed through a heavy door to the outside deck, where the ocean wind pressed her clothes against her body. She wrapped her hands around the salty metal railing and looked across the cold water to where she knew the coastal mountains stood, though on this day the mountains were hidden in cloud. So she stared into the blank grey sky and thought, I will always be left by the people I love. Fine.

Kathleen was married, once. The marriage lasted only a few years, but they remained good friends for over two decades because of Una, their daughter. And because they never stopped being fond of each other. So, a lasting friendship, but then one day, they had an argument. The argument was bad enough that they didn’t speak for nineteen years. Not a card, not a text message, not an email.

The argument played out on Kathleen’s back porch. It was about Una, and other things, too. Kathleen told him to leave even though she didn’t really want him to leave, and then she watched him go. She watched him stride across the weedy lawn and kick the folding porch table that lay with one fractured leg on its side. She watched him, the way he flowed like water, like dangerous water, so full of himself and oblivious to what he stirred up. To what he carried away and what he left behind. Yannick.

She watched him rip a dandelion out of the grass with all its green skirts, and she watched him mash the dandelion between his bloodied hands, then get angry at his own mashing hands. He tossed the mangled weed over his shoulder, white roots carving an angry arc in the air. For an instant, the tiny clods of black dirt that flew off the roots held in mid-flight. Long enough for Kathleen to consider calling him back so she could apologize for throwing the folding porch table at him. And the ashtray – she threw an ashtray, too.

It pissed her off, though, the way he pulled up that dandelion. Because it was her yard, and if she let a dandelion grow, so what? She let a dandelion grow. So she didn’t call him back, and instead she watched him step up into his truck and start the engine and grind out of the driveway, hacking exhaust. For several minutes, she stayed on the porch, holding her shoe, which she had been about to put on when the argument started. She considered the lingering blue cloud of exhaust until she could no longer tell whether the fumes were actually there, or whether the blue smudge hovering a foot above the gravel was only the memory of fumes.

And it was such a fine day, the day they fought. Early September. Birds in the trees and a kitchen struck through with amber light and long shadows. All that.

Kathleen’s kitchen. Her back porch. Her backyard. At the time of the argument, this yard was a barren swathe of not-a-lot, just unloved lawn gone to seed and dwarfish squirts of cat grass. But over the years, she began to dig and to build. She rented a back-hoe and turned over long strips of earth for planting beds. She built a hoop house, a greenhouse and a work shed. Bought a refrigerated shed. She raised market flowers from seed. Zinnias, lilies. Larkspurs, cosmos, dahlias. Celosia, like feathers, like fire, like tropical coral. Kathleen built a flower farm in this yard where her daughter Una had turned somersaults and played hide-and-seek as a little girl.

Nineteen years since Yannick left Kathleen’s driveway amid the clatter and chuck of an old diesel engine. Not a word.

And then, half an hour ago, he called. Not exactly out of the blue, not entirely incidentally. Yannick isn’t the first person to surprise Kathleen today with a phone call, and she’s rattled. So rattled that she’s just gone upstairs and walked down the hall, past Una’s closed bedroom door and into her own room. On her bookshelf, which has never held a single book, is a little wooden box with a little hidden drawer that clicks open with the nudge of a finger. In that drawer there is a tooth. Not much more than a shard of enamel flecked with dry, brown blood at its craggy base, this was the first tooth to cut Una’s bottom gum. Kathleen tips the tooth out of the drawer and onto her flattened palm to examine it. She remembers how it first felt on the pad of her thumb, how she could feel it in Una’s mouth before she could see it, its eager knobs pushing up through Una’s bone-hard, slippery gum. Later, this same tooth was the first to loosen, to cling to a tag of skin, bothered by Una’s tongue until the socket bled and the tooth fell out and she presented it to Kathleen, dried to a wrap of stiff and bloodied toilet paper, when she got home from school.

Kathleen holds her palm up to her nose and smells the tooth. Odourless. She tongues her own tooth, a molar that has been warning her off and on for years, and has now, only a few days ago, cleaved down the middle, like an open book. She tastes the bitterness of pus.

She brings the tooth down to the kitchen and drops it into a clean jam jar, screws the lid until the metal wedges itself firmly against the glass, and takes the jar out to her Miss Pepper phlox. She gets down on her knees and digs under the phlox with her hand spade, digs deep into the rich, dark earth until the hole is as deep as her forearm. She stops, checks over her shoulder. The neighbour’s cat, who is an asshole, coolly judges her from the top of the high wooden fence that divides the yards. His rickety tail hangs like an annoying little question mark over the edge of the fence.

‘Scram, beast,’ she spits, and settles the jam jar in the bottom of the hole. She refills it, and scruffs the surface of the earth with her shoe.

The reason Yannick called today was to tell her he’s coming to town, whether she likes it or not. Tomorrow she’ll meet him in a café, because she knows what will happen if she allows him into her house. He’ll slide onto one of the tall stools in the kitchen and set his elbows on the island counter and ask for a coffee as if nineteen years haven’t passed. He’ll fill her space with his smell, the turps and the linseed oil, or the glue or epoxy resin or whatever it is he’s got his hands into these days. And that smell, that coffee cup with the grainy dregs at the bottom, it will sit there on the counter long after he leaves.

This isn’t about love, no. It’s much more than that.

Kathleen rises the next morning later than usual, having slept badly. She pours a cup of coffee and goes out to the beds with her clippers, not to harvest but to select a few stems for a personal arrangement for her friend Heather, whose birthday is today. Snapdragons and cosmos, and a few stems of lime-light millet as foliage will do, wrapped loosely in crisp brown paper.

Is Heather a friend, really? Still in her thirties, she’s six years younger than Una and works part-time for Kathleen on the farm. She’s a sweet girl but has no clue, like a dog. Her backyard sprawls over half an acre and whenever Kathleen visits, she thinks of the wasted potential, this open space that could be dug and planted. Filled.

Kathleen lays the bouquet on the passenger seat of her Toyota, thinking about what a good surprise it will be when she shows up with flowers, and about how much time this will fill before her meeting with Yannick.

Heather is on the lawn when Kathleen pulls up in front of her house. She has the sprinkler going and one of her kids is naked down to the underpants, charging full throttle through the spray like it’s the best goddamn thing in all the world and not just a crappy sprinkler, the poor man’s swimming pool. Heather is reclined in a lawn chair, eating something sloppy off a plastic kiddy plate. Probably, Kathleen thinks, all of her children have been fed and she’s pecking at their leftovers with the few precious minutes she has before she has to clean blood and grit off a knee or tease bubblegum out of someone’s hair.

The kid hugs her twiggy arms across her chest and squeals, and the sound of the sprinkler going schick-schick-schick, and the kid laughing the way she is, every muscle in her body tight with cold and uninhibited joy, makes Kathleen want to get back into her car and drive home. Too much noise and everything else.

‘I brought you these,’ Kathleen says, waving the flowers from where she still stands on the sidewalk. The sprinkler is dangerously close and she doesn’t want to get wet. ‘Happy birthday,’ she says. Pain cracks through her split, infected molar and bursts across her jaw. She presses the side of her mouth with the heel of her hand until the pain subsides to a quiet throb.

‘Oh,’ Heather says, and waves Kathleen over. ‘Come and sit,’ she says.

‘I can’t stay long.’

‘Just for a minute.’

Kathleen does a crafty shuffle and dance up the crumbling and weedy concrete walk, avoiding the sprinkler, and playfully sticks her tongue out at the kid. It’s hard to tell which kid this is. Heather has a bunch of them, and a truck-driving husband named Dave. They’ve been together since high school, and as far as Kathleen can see, they aren’t exactly in love, because how can anyone be in love after living together as long as these two have? What’s easier to believe is that they were once in love and have come out the other side intact. Kathleen can appreciate this is a rare thing. She’s witnessed it in the details: they still call each other ‘baby’, and he cups his big ugly hands around her face when he kisses her hello.

Kathleen slowly eases herself into the empty lawn chair next to Heather, which creaks and complains as it reluctantly takes her weight, and she passes Heather the flowers. ‘Happy birthday,’ she says again.

‘Ah,’ Heather says, murmuring, turning the bouquet to admire it. She looks embarrassed. ‘Let me— Hold on.’ She hops back up, knocking her flimsy chair onto its side, and takes the flowers into the house. She’s very limb-y, Heather. Foal-ish.

Kathleen stretches out her legs, kicks off her shoes, and watches the kid. The girl executes a series of shitty somersaults through the spray of water, more of a sideways flop than a head-over-heels. Una was like that too, when she was this age. No sense of her own body, her centre of gravity. No good at gymnastics or any other sport. Heather’s kid has tufts of yellow grass stuck all over her body and her undies have gone up her butt so that one of her little butt cheeks bulbs out like a peach.

Kathleen leans back and closes her eyes. The sun lies heavily, heavily on her eyelids. Like big, ugly hands cupping her face. A car shushes past. She catches a whiff of sun lotion, the smell of a child’s skin in summer. Somewhere far off, the drawn-out whimper of a lonely dog.

Suddenly, the coolness of shade. Drops of water land on her thigh. She opens her eyes and the kid is standing over her, blocking the sun.

‘What do you want?’

The kid holds her fist out, fingers down.

‘What’ve you got there?’

She turns her fist and opens it slowly, dramatically. In her palm, a cricket. Dead as a doornail.

‘Good for you,’ Kathleen says.

She’s covered in goosebumps, this girl. Violet lips and chattering teeth. Her drenched hair is pasted in noodles to her neck and shoulders.

‘Why do you keep saying happy birthday all the time?’ she asks. Her words are all shivery.

‘That’s what you say when it’s someone’s birthday,’ Kathleen says. ‘Didn’t anyone ever tell you that?’

The kid looks at her cricket, then looks back at Kathleen, nose and eyes scrunched tightly. ‘Is it your birthday?’

‘It’s your mother’s birthday.’

‘She already had it.’

‘That’s right. You get one every year.’

The kid shuts her eyes so tightly that they disappear into mean little slits.

‘Go bury that little guy somewhere special,’ Kathleen says, pointing to the cricket, motioning to the far side of the yard with a nod.

Heather comes back out with her baby hitched onto her hip. The baby eyeballs Kathleen with the deranged and stupefied look of one who has been woken too soon.

‘I put the flowers in water,’ she says.

‘A little sugar in the water,’ Kathleen says. ‘But you know that.’

‘Yes,’ Heather says, looking off across the lawn, and Kathleen knows she won’t bother with the sugar. She’ll mean to, but someone will need something, and then someone else will need something else, and she’ll forget about the flowers.

The baby pulls the strap of Heather’s tank top and Heather hauls out her tit, manoeuvring the child to feed.

‘She found a dead cricket,’ Kathleen says, pointing to the kid.

‘Oh, that. Yeah.’ Heather pushes her hair off her forehead and sighs. ‘She’s losing her friggin’ mind over that bug. She thinks it’s alive.’

‘I told her to bury it.’

‘She thinks it’s just sleeping.’

The kid comes over and inspects the nursing baby, and the baby turns his head to his big sister, pulling at Heather’s ravaged boob, and laughs. Kathleen tries not to look at Heather’s nipple, but her eyes go there anyway, straight to it, now stretched out like an old sock.

Looking around the yard, trying to focus on anything else but this, Kathleen spies a collection of junk piled against the garage wall. A couch turned on its side, garbage bags and cardboard boxes, other pieces of furniture. ‘You mind if I …?’ she says to Heather, pointing to the pile.

‘Go for it. Dave’s friend is moving. That’s all the crap he doesn’t want.’

‘Why are you saddled with a bunch of crap Dave’s friend doesn’t want?’ Kathleen says, timing her walk across the lawn to avoid the sprinkler. ‘Don’t be a sucker,’ she warns.

Heather releases the baby into the grass and he sits where he’s been placed, cross-legged and bewildered. ‘Dave said he’d help drive it to the dump,’ she says. Her face looks annoyed; it’s got to be the heat and the baby.

‘Dave’s still helping me, though,’ Kathleen says. ‘I don’t have any other way of getting those games to the hall.’

‘Of course,’ Heather says. ‘He told you he would, and he will.’

Kathleen’s annual party is in two days, and she’s counting on Dave and his truck for delivering the party games to the hall. There’s still a bunch of small jobs to tick off the list: paper plates to be bought, bottles of wine to be collected, gingerbread cake – Una’s favourite and a party must – to be baked. Not that she isn’t now grateful, however, for this unlikely treasure, this pile of junk. She loves sifting through other people’s detritus. Some of her favourite furnishings – an ottoman, a hall table, a speckled oval mirror – have all been rescued from driveway sales or the side of the road.

One of the garbage bags contains old clothes, an unused wooden spoon and paperback books thick and wavy with damp. Kathleen flips through the books to see if any are in good enough condition to bring to Yannick, because she’s pretty sure a love for reading never leaves you and he was always the voracious kind, but she decides they’re all pulp. She digs through a soggy cardboard box and finds a broken desk lamp with a sturdy brass switch. Yannick likes to fix things and she wants to bring him some kind of gift. Something to pass between them; something to occupy her hands.

‘Is it your birthday today?’ she calls across the lawn to Heather.

‘It was last week.’

‘Ah,’ Kathleen says. She avoids eye contact with the smug little girl, who’s now digging in the sandbox, perhaps laying the cricket to rest.
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YANNICK IS EARLY and his ex-wife, whom he has not seen or spoken to in more years than he can count, will be late. This man, sitting alone in a coffee shop, is seventy-three years old. He’s bent over a book of cryptic crosswords, which is soft from being in his back pocket. He’s using a blunt pencil that he found rolling around the passenger footwell of his truck this morning, and he likes the way the soft lead squeaks across the book’s shiny newsprint.

He’s pretty sure this coffee shop used to be a barber, but he can’t remember. He lived in this town for a few years a long time ago. Nothing is familiar now.

He’s chosen a table near the back because he’s anxious to see her, to see Kathleen. His ex-wife. First ex-wife. He wants to see her before she sees him, wants to see what’s coming. Birchfield is a small town and maybe he’s also avoiding running into anyone who might recognize him. He’s not a shy man. In fact, he’s one of those people who will start conversations with strangers in bus stations, but today he’s not in the mood for anything like that.

On the wall, by the door, there’s a bulletin board tacked up with flyers for guitar lessons and boats for sale, dog-walking and house-cleaning. Yannick noticed it when he walked in because in the middle of the board there is a poster announcing Kathleen’s annual party. Which happens to be in two days. It’s obvious that Kathleen cleared a space in the middle of the board for her own poster. There are a couple of abandoned staples in the cork, some with ripped corners of paper still attached, like sad bits of confetti.

Usually a crossword wiz, Yannick is finding it hard to concentrate. He doesn’t know how Kathleen is going to be, or how she’s going to look. Or how he’ll look to her. He suddenly feels very, very old. But he received some unexpected news yesterday and it feels like a big goddamn deal and it’s about time they saw each other again. It was Yannick’s boy Sunny, his eldest son, who said he should call Kathleen and go to her. And Sunny knows a thing or two about Kathleen. Out of Yannick’s four other children, the ones he had with his other wives, the wives who came after Kathleen, Sunny is the only one who’s kept in touch with her.

All these years.

Six down. Damp fog hides nothing. A cryptic clue and not a difficult one but he just can’t see the answer. Five letters. Fourth letter is s if he’s got seventeen across right. He scowls at the box grid, thinking hard, then looks up just as Kathleen is coming through the door. He knows that she knows he’s there, that she knows he would be early, but she doesn’t look for him. She stands at the counter and asks for a coffee, and that, there, is the old sound of her voice. Like a song you never forget the words to. Maybe a little smokier now, more of a grind, but this is her. Under her arm, she carries what looks like a lamp, and he watches her settle into a booth by the front window, studies her silhouette. She crosses her legs under the table, sets the lamp down and rests her chin in her hand.

He waits. The years, he sees, have taken more from him than they have from her – physically, that is. Her brown hair has gone coarse and silver, but still falls thick as it ever was, still the same style she always had, cut just at the shoulders. She’s padded out around the cheeks and the tits and the ass and looks fit as a fiddle, back in fighting form. Big-toothed and big-boned, is Kathleen, and big-toothed big-boned women age well. She’s the same height as Yannick, and she always told him that if he’d been a hair shorter than he was, she wouldn’t have fallen for him.

Yannick always knew that, with Kathleen, he only made it by a hair.

He walks over to her table and here she is, this teenage girl doing cartwheels on the back lawn, and he the house painter her daddy hired, the house painter pretending not to desire this young thing from where he sits in the shade with his paper-bag lunch. He, Yannick, the roughneck with the buzzed hair.

‘I thought you might want this,’ she says, nodding to the lamp.

Yannick pulls out the opposite chair and sits down. He looks at the lamp instead of looking at her. It’s one of those desk lamps with a neck like a grasshopper’s leg. There’s no cord.

‘A friend of mine was getting rid of it,’ she says, ‘and I thought … since I was seeing you anyway.’

He finally looks at her.

‘You still like to fix things?’ she says.

He picks up the lamp and turns it in his hands, and puts it down again. If anyone were paying attention to them, he thinks, it would seem no time had passed since they last met.

The girl behind the counter brings over a cup of coffee. Yannick asks for a third. Kathleen turns her gaze to the window and he thinks of what to say. Tongue truly tied. He looks out of the window to where Kathleen’s attention has gone, and across the street there is a hound with sizeable balls pissing up against the wall of the IDA drugstore. Kathleen used to work at the IDA, right up to being some kind of manager, but he knows from Sunny that she left that job long ago and now she grows flowers for a living. Growing flowers does not feel like a Kathleen type of thing to do, but this is what she does now.

‘Sure, I can fix this,’ he says, referring to the lamp – though he’s doubtful.

She cocks her head towards the back of the coffee shop. ‘Why’d you sit back there?’ she says.

‘You saw me?’

‘Of course I saw you.’

‘I wanted to see you before you saw me.’

‘I bet you did,’ she says, and sips her coffee. Maybe her hand is shaking. A little.

‘I was nervous.’

‘What for?’

‘Well, fuck, Kathleen. How many years has it been?’

She shrugs.

‘Twenty years?’ he says. ‘More?’

‘Nineteen.’

‘That’s a long time.’

‘How are your kids?’ she asks.

Yannick leans back in his chair. This is safe territory. This is easy. ‘Sunny married twice and twice divorced. Four kids.’

‘Sunny I know about. What about the others?’

‘Zachary married a little French gal from Québec City.’

‘Your dad would have liked that.’

Another cup of coffee is placed in front of Yannick and he spoons it with one heaping sugar. ‘They just had a baby girl,’ he says. ‘I got more pictures than I can count. They sent me about a thousand pictures.’ He reaches into his back pocket for his phone but finds it unresponsive, all run out of battery. Which is its usual state. ‘Devon I have not heard from in months,’ he says. ‘He’s been working the oil rigs out in Alberta. Driven by cold, hard cash, that one.’

‘Sounds like his mother.’

Yannick takes a gulp of coffee. It’s too hot but he nurses it down his throat anyway. He says nothing: he does not speak ill of one ex-wife to another.

‘And your youngest?’ Kathleen says, looking out of the window again, as if asking about his girl Robin doesn’t fill her mouth with dirt. Her leg fidgets under the table and he knows it will not be long before she says she has to go. She’ll say she has too much to do for the party or make up some other excuse. Makes no difference how much time has passed between them, or how far he’s driven to be here.

‘Gone to the university,’ he says. ‘Motherfucking Queen’s University. Getting some kind of biology degree.’

‘You must be very proud.’

‘I am.’

‘That’s good,’ she says. ‘That’s good for her.’

‘She earned it,’ he says. He doesn’t tell Kathleen how lonely they were, after Robin left for university. How empty he and his wife Leigh felt when Robin was gone. He doesn’t tell Kathleen that Leigh has left, too.

Kathleen straightens her chair as if she’s ready to get down to business and pushes her coffee to the side. Grasps her hands together on the surface of the table. ‘Yannick,’ she says, ‘I haven’t got a lot of time. I appreciate your coming all this way, but we could have done this over the phone.’

‘No,’ he says. ‘It’s about time. It’s way past time.’

‘For what?’

‘To make friends again. What if it’s her?’

‘It’s not her.’

This argument is pointless. Uninformed speculation at best. He says nothing.

‘Can’t be her,’ she says.

‘Why? Why can’t it be her?’

‘Well, what did they tell you,’ she says, ‘when they called?’

‘If I took a wild guess I would say they told me the same thing they told you,’ he says.

She rubs her fingers into her jaw and makes a sour face, winces as if in pain. Only together five minutes and he’s already irritated her to the point of pain.

‘Kathleen?’

‘I’ve got a dicky tooth,’ she says. She stops rubbing and closes her eyes tightly, and just keeps her fingers pressed into her jaw.

‘You should get that taken care of.’

‘I am.’

‘Soon.’

She opens her eyes and there is warning there.

He gets to the point. ‘I’m going out west,’ he says. ‘I’m going to drive out there.’

‘You’re going to drive out there? That’s insanity. Why would you do that?’

‘I want to see for myself,’ he says. ‘The place they found.’

‘As I recall,’ she says, ‘the last time you were there, you couldn’t get away fast enough.’ She makes a big deal then of looking at her watch and gathering her things, muttering about him getting hyped up over nothing, over one phone call after years of nothing. Kathleen is no fool, Yannick knows. He wants her to come with him to the west coast and she knows he’ll ask. She bends over to get her bag, doesn’t look him in the eye, doesn’t give him the chance.

They say goodbye in front of the coffee shop and he asks her if he can come to the party, the party Kathleen throws every year for their daughter Una. It’s in a few days anyway so he might as well.

‘Suit yourself,’ she says.

He tosses that old lamp onto the back seat of his truck. It is beyond fixing.

The name Una means ‘one and only’. For Yannick, this name is a smoking bullet hole. A hot, dead star. It is a diamond dug up from some deep shaft in the earth, dug up from oblivion, and it burns at the back of his head. That fucking kid. His first kid. He always wanted a kid and he’s got five.

Una.

Minutes after she was born, pried by the head unceremoniously out of her mother’s body as if she had no intention of leaving it, Kathleen looked at Yannick, who held this shiny new baby girl in his arms. She looked at him and said, ‘We’re calling her Una,’ which was the name of her Irish grandmother, and he said okay.

He and Kathleen were on good terms for a long time after the end of their marriage. Una was three years old when they split and they managed to keep it civil, more than civil: they were good friends. Even when he got married a second time, and his boys Sunny and Zachary were born, Kathleen and he stayed friends. And when that marriage ended, it was Kathleen’s couch he slept on for months until he figured out where to go. By the time he married a third woman, and Devon was born, Kathleen could see the humour in it. Made fun of his satellite families, as she called them. Implying she and Una were the mother ship, maybe, or the home planet. And when that calamitous union ended, the marriage to Devon’s mother, after that he was on his own for a long time and Kathleen was still there. His good and stable friend.

And, finally, Leigh. He met Leigh and not long after that their lives were flipped all to hell and then Leigh got pregnant with Robin. By this time Kathleen was unable to see the humorous side in anything, so there was that big fight on her back porch and then there was nothing. Until now.

Damp fog hides nothing. Yannick has been doing crosswords for most of his adult life and knows the tricks. He’s also okay with not finishing, with leaving some squares empty. But damp fog hides nothing is the last clue and he turns it over and over as he drives back to the Quality Inn hotel. He waits at a red light and wonders what it will take to convince Kathleen to drive west with him.

He was twenty-six years old the first time he saw Kathleen, this formidable woman who would be his first of four wives, his first real love. He was eating a ham and butter sandwich in her father’s backyard. She came outside, wearing a yellow bathing suit and a pair of denim cut-offs, doing a string of cartwheels, and he was pretty sure it was a violation, the stuff he thought about her when he saw her doing those cartwheels. She knew it too. She manufactured that moment sure as shit. Yannick was working with a bunch of other guys on that particular job, and the net she cast, she caught all the fish, the one she wanted and the ones she did not. And they were rotten fish, those guys. An unruly, beer-guzzling pack of miscreants. He asked her to get him a glass of water, and when she went back into the house, he followed her into the kitchen and told her she ought to be more careful.

‘Careful of what?’ she asked. She didn’t bother to let the tap run cool and handed him a glass of warm water.

‘Careful of what you attract.’ He let his eyes run down her, thighs soft and a little belly paunch. Warm buttered bread, was his Kathleen.

‘It’s my yard,’ she told him. ‘I can do whatever I want.’ Her cheeks were bright red and she was breathing heavily from the cartwheels. Her hair was all messed up as if someone just had their hands in it.

‘How old are you?’ he asked. He had to bite his lip against a smile that was pushing its way through. He wanted to scold her, to put her in her place.

‘Eighteen.’

‘You act like you’re twelve.’

That pissed her off. She ignored him for the rest of the day, and for days after that, too.

But then one night she turned up at the place he was living, renting an apartment out on the concession road, a single room on top of this guy Cecil’s garage, a guy he’d met in prison. Out of the clear blue sky, she turns up.

As she unbuckled his heavy belt, as she burrowed her warm, eager hand into his Y-fronts and wrapped her fingers around his cock, she told him her father would kill her if he knew what she was doing.

‘Because I’m the guy painting the house?’

‘No,’ she said, putting her other hand on his neck.

‘Why? Why would your dad kill you?’

‘Because you’re old,’ she said, and pushed her groin up against his and pulsed into him. Slipped her sweet tongue into his mouth like she was home.

When Una was five years old, maybe six, she came to Yannick where he was painting in the shed, dragging a picture book on the floor, dragging it by the corner of one page.

‘You don’t treat your books like that,’ he told her, taking the beat-up book from her and closing it, and bending it gently back into its rightful shape.

‘I wanted to show you the page,’ she said. ‘Give it back.’

‘Excuse me, now?’

‘Give it back,’ she said.

‘I think you’re forgetting something there,’ he said.

She mashed her lips together and looked up at him through her tangled hair (it was always tangled, her hair, when she spent the weekends with her father), apparently deciding between two options: trying to win this fight or showing him whatever it was she wanted to show him. She chose the latter.

‘Give it back, please,’ she said, one glinting eye visible between her thick weeds of hair.

‘Close enough,’ he said, and handed over the book.

She sat down and opened it importantly on her lap and turned the pages one by one until she found the page she wanted: a watercolour of a yellow moon shining on a green-black sea.

‘Is that a road?’ she asked, pointing to the picture, to the moonlight track on the water.

‘It’s the moonlight on the water,’ he told her, leaning close.

‘I know that,’ she said, drawing her words out, like he was some kind of imbecile.

‘So why’d you ask?’

She didn’t explain her thinking but he knew what she meant. She was asking if the reflection was symbolic of a road, but she didn’t have the words. She was so, so young. Her nose was still the characterless nose of a baby; her wrists were still fat. And, far as he knew, this was the first time she had expressed abstract thinking. Here was a kid who could do anything. Could be anything. All those good long years she had stashed in her back pocket. For free.

She didn’t have the words and he didn’t have the patience to get into it with her – she was still acting too fresh for his liking. He should have got into it with her, helped her complete the idea that was just there but not. Because she was right, it did look like a road. And she had brought this to show him. But instead he went back to his easel and took up his brush and forgot about her sitting there on the floor with her book.

Una moved out west to the province of British Columbia when she was twenty-two years old. Way the hell out to the west coast of Vancouver Island. She asked him to come visit, and it wasn’t just that he hated to fly, which he did, deeply, but the cost of the ticket was more than he thought he could part with. And at the time he was deep in battle with Devon’s mother over the sale of that blasted house they bought together. And there was the newness of Leigh. And all these bits of confetti that seemed important. So he never went.

He thought about her out there, though, other side of the country, and each time he did, he was surprised by the memory of that picture book, that moonlight reflection on the water. That moon road. Where it might lead and how far it might take her.
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KATHLEEN IS WOKEN a few hours before dawn. This happens sometimes, not nearly as much as it used to, but she lives with it. Una breathes her awake, the girl broiling there (not there) in the dark, asking her, as ever, to keep up her end of an intricate bargain. Seconds later, Kathleen falls back to sleep, curled tightly into her blanket, content.

And in the morning, she is up with the sun. She gets dressed in her work clothes – old jeans and a long-sleeved, collared shirt to protect her neck – and goes into the kitchen to put on a pot of coffee. Her head feels tight and thumpy. She uncaps an erasable black marker pen, which rests on its own magnetic shelf at the top corner of the fridge door, and changes the number that has been written there, directly onto the door of the fridge, for twenty-two years. She changes the number from 7967 to 7968.

Seven thousand, nine hundred and sixty-eight days since Una disappeared. Since Kathleen knew where on earth her daughter was. She will repeat this routine tomorrow and the day after that, until the day she no longer has to.

Seeing Yannick yesterday wasn’t as bad as she’d thought it would be; the pressure in her head today has nothing to do with him. It’s all tooth. He’s aged more than she was expecting. Always kept his hair cut short, but he’s let it grow out, and now wears it tied back. Thin on top and mostly silver with a few dark strays, curled into a snug ponytail at the base of his neck, like a sleeping mouse. He was staring at some book when she came into the coffee shop but, then, he always was. He wears glasses now, and they were balanced at the tip of his nose, defying gravity. Sitting there with his legs spread under the table, like the world is a game he invented and the rules are all his own. Still broad across the shoulders. Strong and wiry. Kathleen always felt bigger than him. Her hands, her feet, her thighs. Bulkier. More dense. But he was always much, much larger than his physical size. Took up more space than a body should. Just like Una.

When Yannick sat across from Kathleen yesterday, she noticed a white scar, buried in the deep crow’s feet fanning out from the corner of his left eye. It resembled a bird’s wing, or a leaf, lifting upwards, so he looked like he was smiling even when he wasn’t. She’s never seen this scar before but knows she gave it to him.

Yannick, for the record, is not the only man Kathleen has ever loved. Okay, maybe she fell for him as soon as she saw him, his black hair buzzed neat and tidy. Flecks of white paint on his neck, on his smooth arms. And those ropes men get? Those veins that wrap around their arms? He had those. He was the foreman of the crew her dad had hired to paint their house and he slayed her without even trying.

And he rode a motorcycle. Whatever.

After him, there were others. There was Stevo, who owned the fleet of chip trucks. Real head for business that guy. A joker too, an absolute goof. But he wanted to have a baby with Kathleen, and she already had the only child she wanted, so that was the end of Stevo.

And maybe five years later there was Larry, originally from Prince Edward Island. It was Larry who first got her interested in growing flowers, and she’s always thanked him for that. She liked Larry, and possibly would have stayed with him, but he moved back to Prince Edward Island.

The men Kathleen cared for after Yannick were very different from Yannick. They had to be. Over the years there were fleeting encounters with sex, sparse and not always satisfying, but not always not (satisfying) either. Running her flower business, she came into contact with new people from time to time, it happened like that. Opportunities cropped up. Her friend Julius was always encouraging her to create more opportunities but … She was a single mother in her forties, her fifties, and now her sixties, living in a small town. She’s done.

Yannick, though, he is dust. Visible only in a certain light, inevitable. As soon as you vacuum it up or wipe it away, it’s back. Pull a couch away from the wall and there it is, collected in the corners, thick and furry. Open the curtains to the sunlight and there it is, drifting and flashing in the air. Clap a pillow and watch it rise. Yannick has a way of settling into her nooks and crannies. He always has.

Cosmos today for harvest. About two hours’ work. When she’s done, the stems stashed safely in buckets of water in the refrigeration shed, ready to be collected by her delivery guy later today, she still has some time to kill before her tooth extraction.

She puts an egg on to boil and opens her laptop at the kitchen table. Not a lot of traffic on the Find Una Facebook page but she still checks the comments every week, because you just never know. Each new message that appears, each blessed one, is like a heartbeat blip on a hospital monitor. She used to get messages from people all over Canada, and from the States, too. There was a time, early on, when she was hearing from folks in places she couldn’t have pointed out on a map. Places like Burma, Moldova, Croatia, Uzbekistan. Una’s friends sometimes post messages on the page too, sharing pictures of their children blowing out birthday candles or winning trophies or whatever. Look at our lives, the pictures say. See the way time passes for us.

Kathleen displays her appreciation with hearts and smiley faces. The instructor on the webinar she took, Growing Your Social Media Presence, said you have to interact with every post.

Every now and again Julius gets on her case. He tells her she is wasting her time on Facebook. He pooh-poohs the number she tracks on her fridge. What she doesn’t explain to him – because self-justification is for the birds – is that sometimes, for her, the world feels as if it’s made of glass. The glass is thin and pocked with air bubbles. It’s webbed with hairline cracks. It’s fragile. This is about maintenance.

When Una was very little, even when she wasn’t little, even when she was fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, she used to climb into Kathleen’s bed in the middle of the night and curl her body into Kathleen’s. Press her cold feet against her shins. She would never stay – Una never stayed anywhere for long – and after she left to go back to her own room, Kathleen would feel her there still. Her child in her bed.

Now when Una visits in those hours before dawn, she is asking Kathleen to keep checking the Facebook page because if she doesn’t, one of the cracks in the glass will split. If Kathleen doesn’t respond to every message, even the long shots from Uzbekistan, or tally up the number on the fridge every day, or throw the party every year, one of the glass bubbles will explode. Each bubble and crack will set off the next until the world is nothing but a pile of fine sand.

You can’t explain things like this to people.

Anyhow. There aren’t any new posts on the Facebook page so she toggles over to email. She’s got a message from Yannick’s eldest boy Sunny saying, oh, I’m glad you and Dad are talking again, and oh, I think it’s about time you made up, and oh, you have to go west with him, he can’t do it alone.

She tries not to be angry at Sunny. He’s a nincompoop, always has been, but he means well. She’s pissed at Yannick, though. It’s clear he’s told Sunny what’s going on, about the call from the coroner’s office out west, and that he’s serious about doing this thousands-of-kilometres drive for nothing. For absolutely nothing.

She closes her laptop and looks around the kitchen, the same kitchen where Una once came to her and said: ‘Mom, I’ve been thinking I need to get out of here. I might move.’

Kathleen asked her why. Why did she think she needed to move? Kathleen was pulling a macaroni casserole out of the oven and singed the inside of her wrist.

Una didn’t say anything but tucked her hair behind her ears. That unforgettable hair. Thick and long, dark brown. The soft hair at the temples was ashy, almost grey. The ends, in summer, turned that same ashy grey. Tie Una’s hair up in a scarf, or a twist or a braid, and it just tumbles out. Too thick and slippery and abundant to be contained. Just like her father. Too abundant to be contained.

Kathleen asked her a second time why she was thinking of moving and Una looked out of the window, the same window Kathleen is looking out of now. It was winter then, the day Una announced she was moving away. The view outside was blank and flat. The light on Una’s face was pearly blue.

Kathleen asked Una if she was moving away because of Oliver Hanratty, her on-again/off-again boyfriend of many years. ‘Never let a man run you out of a place,’ Kathleen told her daughter, and sucked the rising welt on her wrist.

‘I just have a feeling,’ Una said. ‘I want to go.’

‘Go where? Where do you want to go?’

‘I was thinking maybe Vancouver Island.’ Una said this very coolly, in a tone that suggested the thinking maybe part was over. Decision made.

‘Why on earth go there?’ Kathleen said. ‘What’s even out there? Jesus, you cannot get further away from home than that.’ She went on: ‘We don’t even know anybody out west. All your friends are here. Me. Your dad. What does your dad say? I bet he’s heartbroken,’ Kathleen said. ‘I bet he’s broken in his big, dumb heart.’

‘I’m stagnating here,’ Una said.

Kathleen felt utterly bamboozled by this: Una never stayed doing any one thing long enough to know what stagnation felt like. She’d tried university but dropped out. She wasn’t academic and never went to class. All Una took from her university experience was a D in Psych 101 and a year’s worth of student loan. Her next endeavour was waitressing at a Greek restaurant in Toronto, but she quit that within a few months. After that, it was a car rental place, which she loathed, complaining that she got headaches because everything in the office, including the T-shirt she was obliged to wear, was yellow.

‘You’re not trying hard enough,’ Kathleen said. ‘You never stick it out.’

‘You say that every time.’

‘It’s true every time.’

‘Harsh.’

‘That’s the game,’ Kathleen said. ‘Doing stuff you don’t want to do. Get used to it.’

‘I’m lost,’ Una said.

‘Life can feel that way.’

‘I can’t explain it better than that,’ Una said. She went over to where Kathleen stood in front of the oven, with the casserole now cooling on the side. She plucked a piece of macaroni from the edge of the glass dish, the macaroni gilded with cheese and crispy brown at the edges, and crunched it. She put her arms around Kathleen’s waist and coaxed her into a slow dance, chewing, enchanting her mother.

‘You’ll visit,’ Una said. Her eyes, the colour of rich earth.

‘Just tell me why you have to go so far away.’

‘It’s only down the road.’

‘No point in me going way the hell out there to visit. You’ll be back. You’ll change your mind like you always do and you’ll be back.’

‘Have a little faith.’

‘I go on experience.’

‘Promise you’ll visit.’

Kathleen shook her head, tried to twist away but her daughter held her tighter. Una: small and deceptively strong.

Before going to her dentist appointment, Kathleen swings by Julius’s place with his blood-pressure medication. He is perfectly capable of picking up his medication by himself, but his driving is becoming a bit iffy, and she likes doing these small things for her friend.

She hasn’t told him about the coroner calling her, slapping her with the news that bones have been discovered and they could be Una’s (and that this news has brought Yannick back). Julius has a freakish sense of intuition, and if he knows too much, he will have all kinds of sensible things to say. The party is tomorrow and she doesn’t have time to listen to all the sensible things he will have to say.

Julius may well be the only person in Kathleen’s life who doesn’t irritate her. She met him a lifetime ago, when she was working the checkout at the IDA pharmacy and he was the new manager, just moved up from Toronto. He’s the kind of person who looks you straight in the eye when he speaks to you, even if you’ve just met him. He’s full of fancy talk, and he giggles at the worst times, like when people are upset or dissatisfied, which didn’t go down well for him as the manager of the only drugstore in town.

Julius moved into town after some sort of mid-life crisis and quitting a career in law, and bought a farmhouse just outside Bobcaygeon on a farm that was, with much public resentment, being sold off in chunks after the death of the patriarch – an infamous local family feud. Being a Torontonian in small-town Ontario, and having scooped up this piece of land for next to nothing, automatically pitched Julius into a whole bunch of people’s bad books, people who’d already chosen sides within the inheritance dispute. It was ridiculous and it was petty, and it attracted her to his friendship immediately.

Another endearing thing about Julius is that he’s a very odd-looking man. His head is too big for his body; he has the proportions of a baby. As he gets older, into his eighties, this is only becoming more pronounced. His snow-white hair grows in a thatch that he combs into a kind of puff, straight up from his wide forehead.

And no one could accuse Julius of not loving his seven very pretty acres of land. He keeps chickens and wild guinea pigs, which he lets wander freely through the white birch and hazel trees behind his house. He grows tomatoes and squash, has an eye for what blooms together well.

This morning, Kathleen finds Julius at the back end of his property, spraying his Alaska roses with toxic store-bought chemicals that (if she’s told him once) she’s told him a thousand times not to use. He’s dressed in crisp, midnight-blue Levi’s that rise almost to his sternum, and an Edmonton Oilers’ cap that barely fits over his hair.

‘Acephates, Julius,’ she says, pushing a low-hanging hazel branch out of her way. ‘You know better.’

‘Something has to kill me eventually,’ he says. ‘That other concoction you recommended is entirely ineffectual.’

She’s told him that the safest and cheapest way to kill aphids is to use a mixture of ten parts water to one part castile soap. ‘Persistence, you bugger,’ she says, ‘is the only way to get results.’

He soaks a tightly rolled bud that squirms with feisty green aphids. ‘You got my drugs?’ he says.

‘Right here.’ She shakes the paper bag at him.

‘Leave it there,’ he says, pointing with his pink knobbled elbow at a metal garden table.

‘You’re not even wearing gloves,’ she says, and sighs.

He stops mid-spray, still aiming the bottle at the rose bush, and looks at her. ‘There’s something wrong with you,’ he says.

‘It’s my tooth.’ She rubs her jaw, for effect.

‘No,’ he says, and returns his attention to the roses. ‘There’s something else.’

‘I let it go for too long,’ she says. ‘In fact, I’ve got an appointment. I can’t stay for any of your chit-chat.’

He looks at her again, divining.

‘Extraction,’ she says.

‘Come again?’

‘I’m going in for an extraction.’

‘You’d better hop along, then,’ he says.

‘Do you need me to pick you up tomorrow?’ she asks. ‘For the party?’

‘Heavens, no, I’ll drive myself,’ he says. ‘You’ll be bitchy and short-tempered.’

‘I will not.’

‘You will,’ he says. ‘Happens every year.’ He sprays three short bursts of poison at the rose.

The dental office is on the ground floor of a red-brick house at the corner of Maldern and Eastwood Streets, right in the east end. The house is what you might call Old Ontario. Wraparound porch and Canadian flag dangling from a flagpole mounted under the porch overhang. Lilac trees in the front yard. The dentist lives in the house with her family, which Kathleen believes consists of a husband and a pair of daughters who’ve flown the coop. Kathleen only half listens when people speak about their lives, about how their children are getting on. She likes her dentist, though, as much as one can. The woman moved over from England decades ago and Kathleen feels more comfortable with people who come from other places.

Kathleen arrives early, thinking she’ll have a little time to browse out-of-date magazines, calm her nerves, before being called to the chair. But barely a few minutes after checking in with the receptionist she finds herself seated in the shiny white reclining seat. There’s a new addition to the room: a television screen mounted on the ceiling above the chair. The dentist asks Kathleen what she would like to watch during the procedure and Kathleen replies that she would rather the television stayed off.

The dentist explains the procedure: the anaesthetic; the possibility that the tooth may crumble during extraction, facilitating the need for a little unpleasant digging, which could take some time; the fact that Kathleen has, according to the X-ray, unusually long roots; aftercare (no smoking, no spitting, no foods with small seeds or sharp corners).

The anaesthetic syringe, which the dentist holds in one gloved hand a few inches from Kathleen’s face, is a short, precise needle. The dental assistant, a face Kathleen doesn’t recognize – and a feline, untrustworthy face at that – fastens a stiff paper napkin around Kathleen’s neck with an alligator clip and hands her a pair of clear plastic glasses.

‘Do you have any questions?’ the dentist asks.

‘What do you know about teeth and DNA?’ Kathleen asks.

The dentist looks surprised. Kathleen feels a little surprised. She hadn’t planned on asking anything like this. The dentist sits back on her stool, still holding the syringe aloft. ‘In what context?’ she asks.

‘Can you identify a person by the DNA in their teeth?’

‘I believe teeth provide very good DNA samples
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