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Now is no time to think of what you do not have.

Think of what you can do with what there is.

— Ernest Hemingway, The Old Man and the Sea


1

Awake to the Nightmare

BANG, SCRAPE.

A sharp noise woke Jacky out of his troubled sleep. The sound was distant but clear enough to rouse him from his dream. His consciousness was slow to gel, still lost in the confusion of his chaotic nightmare. He dreamt he was imprisoned in a vortex, falling and spinning, unable to control his movements while the world exploded around him. He heard the banging in his sleep, but it ceased when he woke. He assumed it was part of the dream.

Waking didn’t clear his confusion. Everything was dark; he didn’t know where he was or what had happened. Every part of his body was cold and numb. He was lying uncomfortably on a cramped bed of some kind, his legs curled up with his head pushing against a hard, cold wall. He blinked to clear his vision, but his eyes were crusted over. He tried to rub his eyes to clear them, but his fingers were so frigid it felt like someone else’s cold hand was touching his face. His legs ached and he tried to move them to get more comfortable. They were bound up in something; he was unable to move his lower body except for his toes. He tried sitting up but he was being weighed down. He tried to force himself free of his binds, but the exertion made his head hurt.

Suddenly, the noise returned. It was loud and very close, starting somewhere over his head and continuing downward toward him. His heart raced. What was happening? Where was he? He lay frozen in fear and unable to free himself from the tight space he was squeezed into. He was focusing on the noise as it came closer. It dragged, like claws on metal, descending closer to his head. He pulled at his bindings, trying to move away, but the wraps around his legs held. The sound came even with his ears, then it stopped. He held his breath, bending his neck to see what it was. The sound was replaced by a loud hammering; something was trying to break through the barrier between it and Jacky. As he stared, a bright light pierced the darkness, burning through his retinas faster than he could close his eyes. The pain was severe but it pushed the clouds from his mind and he remembered fully where he was, and what was happening before he blacked out.

His fear of the unknown was quickly replaced with terror at the reality that was flooding into his conscious mind. In a panic, he kicked off the blankets that had twisted around his legs in the night. It wasn’t a dream; it did happen. He no longer felt cold, or pain, or confusion. He was driven by a desperate need to escape, to get out of there and run. Pulling free of the last of his constraints, he stood up but immediately collapsed as his legs folded uselessly beneath him. They had no circulation and the muscles ached for blood as he struggled back up to his feet. A flood of pins and needles poured down his legs as the circulation gradually returned to his veins. He was still wearing his boots, which added dead weight to his already weakened legs. He saw no one else in the darkness as he pulled himself forward, using on the tops of the seats for support. Where had they gone, were they all dead? His brain was still clouded, this time with a searing headache as he dragged himself toward the exit ahead of him, his eyes stinging from the bright light shining in and his slow legs protesting every step. Breathing fast, his blood awash in adrenalin, he forced himself toward the light and out the doorway.

The outside world exploded around him in a blaze of sunlight, glaring white snow as he bolted through the doorway and past others standing outside, their voices melding together in an audible blur as he ran. He didn’t stop to find out what was going on; he didn’t want to know. There was a single thought running through his mind and pushing him on as he ran to get out, to get away from danger. He didn’t know where he was going; he didn’t know where he was. He heard voices behind him, someone yelling. He pushed madly ahead through knee-deep snow toward the clear, open field directly in front of him. One second later he was face down in the snow. It took a moment to realize he had been tackled and his attacker was on top of him, weighing him down. Jacky struggled and kicked to escape. Several other voices were calling excitedly behind him and a familiar voice was yelling in his ear.

“Stop, dude, calm down. You want to kill yourself?”

The voice and the thick, muscled arms belonged to Rick McCribbon, the biggest guy in the group. He was holding Jacky down in the snow so hard so that any movement on Jacky’s part caused a wave of pain up his back to his shoulders. Rick was taller and more intimidating than other guys his age. He was only sixteen, the same age as Jacky, but people often assumed he was much older, including a few bartenders if you believed Rick. Being held helpless was embarrassing enough, but Jacky was forced to look ahead at where he was running and saw that, in another few steps, he would have been running on air as he fell off the edge of the mountain to his death far below. The reality of it, along with the realization that Rick had just saved his life, made Jacky feel sick. He pushed hard to get out of Rick’s grip.

“Get off.” Jacky struggled to no avail. He heard others catching up to them.

“Let him go, Rick,” Jacky heard a girl’s voice yelling.

“Ouch, hey,” Rick’s grip loosened as he reacted to someone pulling him off.

Jacky sat up quickly, gasping for air. He saw Rick being forced up by Nadine, one of the girls in the group. She was holding his arm painfully behind his back as the others crowded around them, staring in fear or disbelief. Rick twisted to get away from Nadine’s vice-like grip and howling in pain as she held on to his arm. The confusion and dizziness caught up to Jacky as he bent over and threw up, spitting out acid. He was burning inside, both from the running and his embarrassment. He could hear more people coming up behind them and yelling. Mr. Stewart, the band’s manager, was leading the charge.

“Okay Nadine, you can let him go,” he called. She did but kept her eyes on Rick. Mr. Stewart crouched to check on Jacky who was still bent down on all fours.

“You didn’t have to be so rough, you jerk,” Jacky said, looking up at Rick.

“He was running to the edge; I had to tackle him,” Rick whined to Mr. Stewart as he rubbed his sore arm. His voice was raised as if he was worried. Jacky didn’t believe him. He knew Rick was loving the attention, being the hero. He also wondered just how strong Nadine had to be to be able to pull Rick off like that.

Mr. Stewart exhaled loudly, “Yes, yes, I saw. Thank you for stopping him, Rick.” Mr. Stewart had been the band’s manager for years. Jacky had no idea how old he actually was, but, in the bright sunlight, his manager looked older than ever. His eyes were red rimmed, and the bags under his eyes were puffy. His face was drawn and lined; he clearly had very little sleep.

“What’s going on, here?” asked another man, his voice deeper and more commanding. Jacky looked up and saw the co-pilot standing next to Rick and staring accusingly at Jacky. The other man was taller and had silver flecks in his coarse, dark hair and his thick moustache. His stiff, lock-jawed expression gave him an air of intimidation, of command.

“Everything’s fine, Mr. Connelly. Jacky just woke up confused.” Mr. Stewart said, examining Jacky’s head.

“He overslept,” said Connelly. “He should have been up earlier with the others clearing the site.”

Mr. Stewart was still checking Jacky’s head and looking in his eyes. “Jacky had to stay up a lot later than the others last night.” He was staring into Jacky’s eyes and talking to him. “You took a nasty crack to the head and we had to keep you up to make sure you didn’t have a concussion. How’s your head this morning?”

“Hurts,” Jacky mumbled, turning away.

Mr. Stewart called out to the others, “Go back to the plane now everyone; please keep working.” Then, helping Jacky up, he said, “You scared the hell out of us. Where were you running to?”

Jacky looked down, brushing the snow from his clothes and hiding his embarrassment. “I woke up confused—and scared. I thought we were—I thought it was still happening,” he kicked the snow away from his boots and looked at Mr. Stewart for his reaction. The manager put his arm around Jacky’s shoulders, leading him back to the site.

“No Jacky, fortunately that’s over with at least. We’re all safe, mostly. We have a few injuries, lots of cuts and bruises, a few noses that may be broken. Unfortunately, our flight attendant fractured her arm and the pilot took a bad hit to the head; he’s still unconscious. They’re the most serious of the injuries. Mrs. Walford and some of the band members are looking after everyone who was hurt. Everyone else is clearing the site and sweeping the snow off the plane so we can be spotted more easily from the sky.”

Jacky looked up to see what was going on. The airplane they had boarded the day before for what was to be a two-hour flight crash-landed on this mountain and now it lay flat in the snow like a dead whale. The members of the band, twenty-four kids around his age, along with a few adults, were busy clearing snow from the outside of the plane and the area beside it. Looking at the plane brought memories of the night before rushing back to Jacky’s mind, and he was gripped by violent shivers. They were falling, out of control; people were screaming. Jacky was hanging on to the seat but he lost his grip and fell when the plane dipped sharply to one side and hit his head. He felt dizzy and his head started hurting again. He stopped and bent over, waiting to vomit again, but it didn’t come.

Mr. Stewart steadied him by the shoulders. “You okay? Why don’t you go lie down for a few minutes, maybe change your wet clothes? Then you need to come out here and start moving around, help the rest of the group clean up. Don’t worry, Jacky; this is temporary. They’re coming to get us.”
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Best of Plans

The band was supposed to spend one night at the island, play the concert and fly back the next day. But somewhere over the mountains between Vancouver and the place they were headed, their short trip turned into a long night of terror as weather and mechanical problems sent them flopping around inside the plane as it careened into the mountains and crash-landed on a ridge, in the middle of nowhere. The plane lay useless in the snow, one of its wings and the tail section untouched, while the other was crumpled and the front section flattened against the rocks. The inert propellers, which had stopped spinning long before the plane landed, towered over them like statues; impressive looking but useless.

From his vantage point, facing the landing site, Jacky could trace the sequence of the landing. They manoeuvred through the mountains, coming down between two peaks and just missing the solid rock face of the one they were on, into the trees that were bent and broken as the plane ripped through, then a straight furrow in the snow carved by the belly of the plane as it tobogganed down the slope, still moving fast enough that it could have tumbled down the other side of the mountain. A stand of trees had caught in the propeller and pulled the plane off its fatal course and drove it, nose first, into the rock face. All the evidence of the crash was scattered everywhere, surrounding the carcass of the plane, which lay on its belly like a beached whale. It was glowing in the bright sunlight as people clambered like scavengers over its body, cleaning off the snow and shovelling it away from the site with crude tools they had made from tree branches and whatever they could find on the plane.

He watched the faces of the band members as they busied themselves at their work. He saw the worried looks when they ran to see him; he thought they were worried about him, but they still had those same looks of fear as they pushed at the snow. Many of them glanced upwards to the sky repeatedly, hoping for a sign of rescue. They were afraid; it hadn’t occurred to Jacky that they should worry about being rescued. There had to be locators on the plane; surely the rescuers were coming. He looked up at the sky himself, hoping to see something, but there was nothing up there.

His legs were aching with the cold, calling him back down to reality. He was standing in knee-deep snow, getting wet and doing nothing while everyone else was busy working. He retraced his steps back to the plane, still brushing snow from his clothes. The warmth he had felt after his excited run evaporated and he was shivering. He needed to get busy so he could warm up, but first he needed dry socks.

Back at his seat, inside the plane, Jacky allowed himself some time to rest. His legs were still cold, and his mood hadn’t improved after being publicly humiliated in the snow. He sat in the nest that was his seat, surrounded by his coat, sweaters and airplane blankets that were wrapped around him. The newly cleared window meant he could read, except the only things he’d brought that weren’t electronic, and dead, were a few comic books. He read through those in a few minutes, but it didn’t relax him or help get his mind off his brush with death. That would have been a stupid way to die, survive a plane crash only to run off the edge of a cliff. Being stuck there with no means of escape was just as bad. The best they could do for activities was to sweep off the plane and wait around for someone to come and get them. That was pathetic. He pushed away the blankets and put on his coat and boots. He had to move, to do something to get away from his thoughts. His frustration with the situation only got worse the more it bounced around in his head.

He wasn’t just angry at himself for running around like an idiot, or having to be saved by Rick McCribbon of all people, or being laughed at by the rest of them. It was the impossible situation he was stuck in that was burning him up. He had one goal that weekend, one thing he absolutely, positively had to get done, and he couldn’t do it. After all of his planning and preparations, all he had to do was go online to submit his application and his problems would be over.

He spent hours before they left, preparing everything so he could just sign in, fill out the form, and upload the file of documents he packaged and had waiting on his Dropbox account. He knew the hotel would probably have wifi, or he could have used his phone if that didn’t work. He thought he covered all the bases and had it all figured out. He never imagined that he might be in an airplane crash and never make it to the island. That one he missed.

There were maybe a hundred different things he could have planned to do if only he had thought, what if I can’t go online this weekend and get it done? That possibility never occurred to him. The whole world was against him, apparently, and it seemed to be prepared to go to any extreme to stop him from accomplishing the only thing he wanted to do. The one simple thing that would change his life and take him away from there.

He stepped outside the plane, looked at the group sweeping snow and asked if anyone wanted to take a break. One of the girls handed him her pine bow and thanked him as she walked inside. Jacky took a swipe at the snow and it rolled down the side of the plane, into his sleeve, on his head and down his neck. He swore as the melting snow ran down his spine and soaked his arm. There was a lot of needles and junk in the snow and much of it ended up in his eyes. He tossed the branch down and scooped the dirt from his eyes. The others around him were laughing as they worked.

“I hate this place,” Jacky grumbled as he picked up the makeshift brush.
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Old Issues

Bagpipes; his life was being ruled by bagpipes. He had no social life because all of his free time was spent practising at home, or going to weekly band meetings, or playing concerts and fundraising for their travelling. The band travelled all the time; they were always going to competitions and Highland games and being invited to special events. They were victims of their own success; they were just too good at what they did.

Jacky learned how to play the bagpipes at thirteen. It started as an idea for him, something he could do for his father, who also played the pipes when he was Jacky’s age. Jacky was fortunate in finding a generous and patient teacher, but Sergeant MacGregor, the director of the Police Pipe Band, didn’t take excuses and demanded dedication. Once he started, Jacky kept working until he played his first solo performance at the opening of the National Police Games Competitions in a massive hockey arena with five thousand people—and his father—watching. As a result, Jacky was invited to join the New Caledonians, one of the best youth pipe bands in the country. It was a big deal to be accepted into the band. Finally, Jacky could say he was good at something and he loved doing it.

Three years later, Jacky was still at it. Playing the bagpipes had its advantages; it made him different from other guys in high school. Jacky liked showing off, playing them any chance he could, like games and special events. He learned the guitar and played in a rock band with some other guys in school, but he brought out the pipes and played the solos with them instead of the guitar, which was also cool. The first time he saw anyone doing that was the comedian Johnny “Bagpipes” Johnson, who played an Eddie Van Halen guitar solo perfectly. It was so wild; Jacky had to learn to do it. He got pretty good, copying some of the other great guitarists like Slash, Brian May from Queen and Angus Young from AC/DC. He was also started listening to “bagrock” bands like the Red Hot Chilli Pipers and the Dropkick Murphys, playing along with them note for note. It was fun, but that was the point. He was not having fun anymore.

Jacky had other things to do, like science, computer programming, and endless new video games he wanted to work on. It was impossible to have time for a school project when he was spending all his after school hours practising and performing on the bagpipes. He had enough. He tried quitting, but his dad said no.

And now they were stuck on a mountain.
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Schemes

After a few hours, with its open door and cleared windows, the plane looked almost normal, except that it was lying in the snow. The wheels were still tucked underneath the wings. The other side, where the plane hit the wall of rock, was too badly damaged. No one cleared that side; there was no point. It faced the trees and the wall of rock, but you could also see the crumpled front cabin from the windows. They decided to leave them covered.

As time passed and the sun steadily climbed over the trees, centring itself in the sky, Jacky gradually acclimatized himself to his new surroundings. After his panic attack, and being crushed in the snow by McCribbon, Jacky worked a shift on the plane cleaning detail, sweeping snow off the rear section behind the wings. As he worked, his body temperature alternated from cold and frozen to hot and sweating. For a while, as he dug through the snow by the back of the plane, he opened his coat because he was sweating on top while his feet were numb from the cold. He climbed to the top of the plane and started clearing up there. The metal roof reflected the sun and warmed him to a uniform average.

Mr. Stewart was right about one thing, working did help take their minds off being afraid. When Jacky ran outside the plane that morning, he saw fear on the faces of the band members as they stared at him. Now, they looked tired or bored, talking about mundane things like relationships and TV shows. From his perch, he could see the group’s collective efforts were starting to show on the ground. They cleared off most of the plane and the area to the side of it, right out to the edge. Someone had even put stakes in the snow at the edge and strung yellow tape around to warn them. Not much chance of that plastic ribbon stopping anyone from going over, Jacky thought. It was still a good idea.

Most of his work was done on the roof and he was enjoying the warmth, especially on his feet. He assumed it was around noon as the sun was directly overhead in the nearly cloudless sky. He refused to turn on his phone, hoping to hang on to any charge he could in case he could get a signal. It was hopeless to try and get a signal up there; they were too high for the towers to reach. He heard that clouds and weather inversions can amplify and redirect a cell signal. He was actually hoping for weather to come in, but, wouldn’t you know it, it was clear and sunny.

They would probably be handing out lunch soon, but he preferred staying up on his warm spot to climbing back down into the snow. He stood facing the sun and let it shine on him. He could do nothing to change the situation now; it would be too late to do anything even if they flew in now and plucked them off the ridge. His hopes and plans were dead, so he might as well accept it. There was a line in the song “Me and Bobbie McGee,” “Freedom’s just another word for nothing left to lose.” Once you’ve lost the fight, you’re free. Might as well relax. He looked out at the place they had landed. Out behind them he could see the damage to the trees the plane had caused when it crashed through them. He could see the two trails that led back to the latrines they had dug. They didn’t allow use of the plane’s toilet to ration the water. From the front of the plane, he saw the steep drop they would have gone over if the trees hadn’t stopped them. Over the edge, from his perch on top of the plane, he could look down and see the next set of mountains, probably miles away and at least a mile down. They were sitting on a ridge just below the tree line and Jacky could see trees covering the mountains right down to the valley. Down where the cell towers are. Maybe even people and telephones. And they had no way of knowing a planeload of people were sitting up above their heads.

Looking to the other side of the plane, all he could see was the side of the mountain, solid rock and lots, and lots of trees. He looked down into the forested area but he couldn’t lean too far off the roof of the plane. He almost lost his balance and kneeled down to steady himself.

“What’re you doing up there?” a voice called. Jacky looked and saw the co-pilot staring up at him with his usual scowl.

“I was clearing the snow off the roof and wings but I finished. Now I’m just looking around, and staying warm,” Jacky answered.

“Well, you can come down now. We’re serving lunch.”

“I’ll be right there,” Jacky said. He pulled his phone out of his inside pocket and turned it on, “I want a couple of pictures first.”

The co-pilot snorted and walked away. Jacky unlocked the phone, checked the battery (25 per cent) and made it look like he was taking pictures. He spun around to the other side of the plane, looked down, and zoomed in on the trees. He clicked off the phone and smiled as he walked to the wing and slid down off the plane to get his lunch.

All hope wasn’t lost after all.

[image: images]

The trees that covered that side of the mountain were mostly pines of different sizes that grew close together, forming thick stands. From his lookout, he could see that the trees curved down around the rocky slope behind them. He saw that the forest grew all the way down the other mountains; there was no reason to think it didn’t on this mountain as well. He saw that the clumps of trees grew out to the other edge of the hill and down the side. He saw the tops of trees growing farther down. If that was the case, all he had to do was hike down the trees to the bottom. The mountain couldn’t be more than a mile or two down; he could walk that far easily. Besides, he didn’t need to get all the way down. He only had to get far enough for a cell signal. There had to be cell towers down there; this wasn’t Mars.

When he got down, everyone was eating. Lunch was cold halfsandwiches and fruit yogurt as they couldn’t cook anything and the co-pilot wouldn’t let them use the microwave on the plane as it would drain the batteries. It looked like they were planning for a long stay, judging from the small amount they were giving out. Mr. Stewart made it clear they needed to ration all the food and water for everyone, and had even taken their personal food and snacks for their collection. Jacky ate quickly and returned to his seat in the plane to prepare for his hike. Checking to make sure no one was watching, he emptied his backpack but kept some extra socks and gloves, just in case. He snuck a bottle of water out of the cupboard in the plane. He knew he would get in trouble if he was caught, but he was well past worrying about that. He had also secreted a few of his energy bars under his seat. He fished them out and put them in the bag. He didn’t need anything beyond that and his phone. He squeezed the backpack as flat as he could and tucked it in front, under his coat, and walked outside, away from the others who were still eating lunch or standing around by the door. He picked up a pine branch and started brushing snow from the ground around the plane. He worked gradually around the back to the other side, continuing to brush the plane as he went and watching the others. Once he was out of sight, he dropped the branch, pulled out the backpack and slung it over his shoulders. He clambered slowly and carefully over the low branches and snow to avoid making any noise as he slipped into the trees toward the other side of the mountain.

And freedom.
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Mother

For most of his life, Jacky’s relationship with his father was at a distance. He understood that his dad’s work required that he be away a lot—most days, into the night sometimes, and away some weekends. It was understood in his family—which was Jacky; his father, Murray; and his mother, Katherine or Kathy—that work was most important and it overrode everything, including games, special nights, and birthdays. Jacky accepted that and assumed most families were the same until he was old enough to understand that they were different.

Going to friends’ houses and seeing how they lived made Jacky realize how much he differed from most of them. He had no brothers or sisters, no relatives that he knew of except for one aunt whom he rarely saw. He didn’t know any of his grandparents—they had all died when he was young—and he had no cousins he could talk to or visit. His knowledge of his own family wasn’t any more complete. He only knew what his mother had told him.

“My family came from Ireland originally,” she said while he scribbled in his notebook to keep up with her. “They helped build most of the major infrastructure in the country, the railroad, the Welland Canal, the Trans-Canada highway. You name it, but they worked for almost nothing and no one gave them any recognition for their work. They were just cheap labour for the rich people to use so they could make more money.” Her Irish temper would rise when she talked like that, and her face, normally pale white against her bright red hair and green eyes, would start to turn pink.

“What about Dad’s ancestors?” He changed the topic. “Were they Irish, too?”

That calmed her, and she went back to making dinner. “No, his people were Scottish. They settled in Nova Scotia. His is an entirely different story. You’ll have to ask him about it.”

He decided he wasn’t going to ask his dad if there was any chance he would get as angry talking about it as his mom.

“What about his parents?” Jacky asked. She had told Jacky earlier about her father being in the army and raising his three daughters by himself after her mother passed away when she was very young. He was sure she wasn’t going to give him any more information than that. His mother spoke in non-specific generalities like “quite young” and “some illness” when she wanted to avoid discussing anything.

“Your grandparents lived in Nova Scotia, but I never met them. Your grandfather worked for the railroad and was away from home most of the time. There was a car accident; I don’t know anything about it, but your grandmother was killed and your father ended up going to a boarding school until he finished and went to university. That’s where I met him. He never saw his own father again.”

Jacky stopped writing and stared at the word on the page. “Never?”

“No, your father never saw him alive again. They weren’t close, apparently. Sad, isn’t it?” she said, looking at Jacky. “Maybe you might want to ask him about it sometime, in the future.”

He never did ask.

Jacky liked the way things were with his family. During the times when they were all together, they travelled, they would go camping, they went to movies and out for dinner in restaurants. Everything was planned and organized by his mother. She insisted they spend as much time together as a family as possible. She was the one constant in his life. She was just there when he came home from school, when his dad was out of town, when he was at home sick, or when he had problems with his school work.

Kathy Fraser was a writer. She worked at home doing freelance jobs for people, for magazines and websites. Jacky looked more like his mom than his dad. She was the same height as her son and had the same curly hair, although hers was more red while Jacky’s was a dirty, straw-coloured blonde. She was so organized and so calm about things; Jacky rarely ever saw her get upset at anything or lose her temper. She could usually find a way around a problem, which was something that Jacky would need help with.

Jacky’s life changed for the worse when he started going to middle school. It was strange, unfamiliar territory for him. After six years of going to the same school with mostly the same friends, Jacky was suddenly one of the youngest ones there. There were new kids at school, and the friends he had for years started moving away or finding new friends. He had to run to get to the different classes that were scattered around the big, two-storey building. His courses were harder and his marks started going down. He wasn’t popular anymore and he lost all his confidence. His only support, his only real place of refuge was at home, with his mother.

Then he lost her.

As a kid, going to the same school for years, hanging out with the same friends and never having to face any real challenges other than a basketball game, life was great. Jacky didn’t understand how anyone had problems with school, or life for that matter. As long as nothing changed, his life was perfect, or so it seemed looking back. By the time Jacky hit his twelfth birthday, he had life figured out. He would grow up and be a basketball player, maybe go into acting, because that was what athletes did, and then retire early and live off his success. It wasn’t even work; it was fate.

His faith in fate and himself crumbled like a dust castle when he graduated from elementary to middle school. The classes were different, and the monstrous school was two storeys of three wings that spanned in different directions requiring the students to sprint between classes to avoid detention for being late. The courses were spread out over two days, each subject a hundred times more complex than the math, science, and history he learned in grade six. Instead of feeling he was growing, progressing in the subjects he learned, it felt more like he knew nothing and was starting from scratch. He was also forced to take subjects he didn’t want to, like music and industrial arts—shop class. Instead of going home after work and relaxing in front of a video game, he hauled his books home every day with work to do.

He hoped his friends felt the same, looking for some kind of kinship, a group to offer each other support and remember the old days at school. Instead his friends were changing, moving away to different schools, or finding new friends. His best friend, Lenny, the guy he’d known most of his life, moved away with his mother when his parents got divorced. Despite his promise to do so, he never called, never messaged. He vanished along with every one of Jacky’s happiness. The only constant that remained through all of those life-altering changes was his home and his family. His mother was always there when he walked in the door. His world remained a safe refuge at its core. Until she got sick.

Everyone got sick; it happened all the time. People get sick and they get better. Jacky’s mother was a pillar of strength; she never needed help or asked for it. It never occurred to him that anything more than that could happen, not to his mother. First it was a cold, then the flu. She was in bed sleeping most days so Jacky and his dad looked after the cooking and shopping and the cleaning. It was comedic at first, like a Buster Keaton movie. Look at the goofy guys trying to do the work of supermom and suffering near miss disasters. Jacky waited, impatiently, for it to be over.

After a few days, she seemed to feel better. She was up and moving around a little more at a time. But the illness never went away completely, and she was never herself. Still, it wasn’t until they saw a doctor and ran tests that the true reality of her situation became clear. She was admitted into hospital for surgery, and Jacky was suddenly alone with his father in their grim new world. Waiting and hoping, Jacky didn’t know what to do next. Other than get up every day and do whatever he had to do. Life didn’t care that his world was dark and hurting. The homework piled up. His dad still had his job, and Jacky floated in a lie, that she would be better, and somehow all of this would end and they could go back to life the way it was.
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