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  Your Gift


If you love small-town stories , second chances, and happily-ever-afters, I have something for you.
Join my reader newsletter and I’ll send you Begin Again, a bonus short story filled with friendship, family, and the kind of hopeful fresh start we all need sometimes.
You’ll also get first looks at new releases, special book deals, and behind-the-scenes glimpses into the stories I’m writing next — usually just once a month, and always with the option to unsubscribe anytime.
I’d love to have you there.

CLICK TO GET YOUR FREE BONUS STORY
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I've been thinking about home all the time lately. 
Is it even home when I haven’t lived there for a decade? When it’s 4,000 kilometres away? When two days after graduating from high school I crammed everything I owned into a ten-year-old Honda Civic and pulled onto the 401 without looking back?
It’s the open-water swimming that fills me with nostalgia. I stand, goggled up and sucked into a compression bathing suit. Sun bathes the freckled skin of my shoulders. The wooden dock is warm underneath my bare feet. I’m about to jump out toward the blue of the sky, and land in the blue of the water.
Forget years, or distance, the sensations spin me straight back.
It’s true the public swim raft is much bigger than any dock I grew up with — built to serve a beach that attracts thousands of people every day. And, yes, it floats, anchored in the bay instead of being attached to a cottage-country shoreline. Unlike the casual swim sessions of my childhood, a lifeguard with a city-issued vest scans the water. But the wood still thumps under my running feet as I launch myself off the end.
Hot skin hits cold water. The air whooshes out of my full lungs. I shoot to the surface, shake my head, and spit out a mouthful of water.
Salt water.
Wrong. This is all wrong. It’s not home at all.
It happens every week — the building anticipation that comes of all my senses telling me this is just like home, it’s exactly how I remember it — except, of course, for my sense of taste that tells me very clearly, no it’s not.
I come back, though, because of those memory-laden before moments.
Also because participating in this weekly open-water swim gives me a legitimate reason for being late for the torture of Sunday brunch.
Treading (salt)water won’t get me to the buoy moored 500 metres out, so I put my face back in the dreaded saltwater and swim.
I used to think the brunch was fun. Or, at least, I used to think it would start being fun.
Kind of like how when I got engaged to Tom, I thought I'd start falling in love with him.
I sigh, which messes up my breathing rhythm, which makes me choke on more of the offensive saltwater.
Ugh. It's going to be another wasted Sunday.

      ***Maybe I was too pessimistic. The sun's out, after all, without a hint of fog – always a bonus on the West Coast.
I think my hair might be drying with beach waves. It's a look I'll never be able to replicate, but I might as well enjoy it for now.
It's past mid-morning and I still don't have any urgent texts or emails from my boss, meaning none of our reputationally challenged clients did anything really dumb last night — or at least, if they did, they haven't remembered it yet — so I don't have to clean up after other people’s late-night binges, be they substance, sex, or social media in nature.
“Hey, Happy!”
And JJ's on his corner.
He's safe, he looks clean, he's smiling. “Are you hungry?” I ask.
“I wouldn't say no,” he says.
“I'm already late for brunch, but if you come to Timmie's with me, you can pick what you want.”
“I don't want to make you later than you already are,” he says.
He isn't suggesting I don't treat him to food. He's suggesting I give him the money instead. One day in a moment of weakness, or strength — I'm not sure which — he told me, “I'd rather have the cash so I can go to the liquor store, which is exactly why you shouldn't give it to me.”
I look him right in the eye. “I offered. Are you coming?” JJ’s smart; he knows what I’m saying.
He hooks his arm through mine. “Nothing I’d rather do.”
I wish everyone was as easy to talk to as JJ. I know some people — OK, most people — think I’m curt. Sometimes rude. But if they picked up on things, I wouldn’t have to be. Most people know the score early in a conversation, but they’ll push and push until I’m forced to tell them what I really think.
Which is sometimes … blunt.
JJ’s also the only person who calls me “Happy.”
And, for a brief interlude after loading him up with a hot coffee, a farmer’s wrap, and a Boston cream donut, I’m happy to the core. I’m a person who makes other people happy. I embody happiness.
I’m hit by another rush of nostalgia when I see a big, dirt-splashed pickup parked along the curb. It’s a rare sight here in my very trendy neighbourhood, but it whirls me right back to the rural community where I grew up. Where we had to transport hay and tow livestock trailers, and an electric two-seater Fiat just wouldn’t cut it.
Even though it gives me a pang, it’s not a bad memory. I had my first kiss — in fact, I had almost all my high school kisses — in trucks not unlike this one, so my happiness stays intact.
Until I near the restaurant and spot my fiancé’s Range Rover parked on the road with its unmistakable WNR WNR personalized license plate. Cringe.
There are five of them sitting in the prime spot on the patio. Tom, his best-man-to-be, Brady who plays in the NHL, and his future groomsman Hunter, host of the city's most-listened to radio morning show, occupy one corner of the table, with a seat left empty for me beside Brady’s fiancée Chantal, and Yasmin, who got married to Hunter in Lake Como earlier this year.
At any patio table there’s always one seat in the glaring sun – the one left for me is it.
I reach over to manoeuvre the patio umbrella into a tilt, which blocks most of the sun from my intended seat.
Yasmin protests. “Hey! Now the sun’s on me.”
“On your shoulder,” I say. “So now you have five percent of the sun instead of me having one hundred percent of it.”
She snaps back. “You were one hundred percent late.”
“You all knew I was swimming. I asked if you wanted to shift brunch and you said no. Suck it up.”
Chantal sighs. “You don’t have to always remind us of your great prowess as an open-water swimmer, Hazel. Your hair tells the story.”
I lift my hand to those beach waves I was so proud of. The texture is more than a little crunchy. My pinky sticks as I pull my fingers through my hair. There’s a strand of dried seaweed stuck to my thumb.
“Well, at least the state of my hair’s temporary.”
Chantal gasps — with good reason. It’s a low blow. The lowest, really.
Several weeks ago, Chantal called me in tears. She’d been to her stylist in preparation for a charity gala she was going to with Brady and insisted that her hair needed to be platinum.
It had gone very wrong. Chunks of her hair were falling out. The gala was in four hours.
Doing reputation-rescue for celebrities gives me a crazy network of contacts. Including a wig designer. I had Chantal gala-ready with time to spare.
Then I sent her an invoice for my time.
That’s what gives me the pang about alluding to the wig which — unless her hair has had a miraculous recovery — she’s wearing today. Chantal and I might not be true friends, but I secured Chantal that wig as a client, and I owe my clients the utmost in discretion.
Yasmin’s looking confused, as well she should. The wig is gorgeous. You can’t tell it’s not real hair because it is real hair. At the first group brunch post-gala, Chantal made a point of declaring that her stylist had used a special serum on her hair before Yasmin could ask about the newfound thick, bouncy, shininess of Chantal’s locks.
At every get-together since, I’ve been entertained by Yasmin trying to weasel the details out of Chantal, while Chantal comes up with new and more outrageous excuses for not sharing the name of the serum. “My stylist compounds it herself,” “It costs more per ounce than platinum,” and, finally, when those didn’t work, “It’s made with a type of fungus that only grows in the Camargue, in France, for three weeks in the spring and my stylist can’t get any more until next year.”
Yasmin might not understand why my comment has caused Chantal’s face to blanch, accompanied by rapid blinking, which has Brady turning to her asking, “What? What is it?” but Tom’s onto me.
He’s by my side in a few quick seconds, and takes advantage of the fact that I still haven’t sat down to cup my elbow — forcefully — in his hand and guide me — firmly — to the railing at the edge of the patio. “What did you do?”
A quick glance tells me Chantal is full-on crying now — anything for attention — so there’s no point saying, “Nothing.” Instead, I give him a hard stare. “Why do you care?”
“Because, as you well know, if she’s not happy, he’s not allowed to be happy, and if you’re the cause of her not being happy, that puts a lot of things in jeopardy for me.”
It’s true there are many perks to being the best friend of an NHL player — especially one that lucked onto a Grey-Cup winning team as a late-season trade. Between Brady and Hunter, Tom never has to pay for a round of golf or concert tickets, and always has somebody’s expensive summer home to escape to on weekends when the city is at its stifling worst.
You could say I enjoy the same perks, except I’m not sure I’ve ever enjoyed time spent with know-it-all Yasmin, or narcissistic Chantal, or self-important Hunter. Brady’s the best of the bunch — he’d be a pretty normal guy if his whole life didn’t revolve around chasing a small projectile made of rubber around a sheet of ice, but he’s so quiet his presence never changes the dynamic much.
And Tom — do I enjoy time spent with my fiancé?
Before I can think too hard about it, a voice distracts me. “Hey, Happy!”
Shit. I hate that my first reaction to seeing JJ is negative, but having JJ and Tom in the same place is a collision of two worlds that can’t go well.
“Who is that?” Although he’s looking at me, Tom is clearly not at all interested in my answer since he immediately turns to JJ. “Who are you? Why are you talking to my fiancé? What’s your problem?”
JJ lifts his hands, lurches slightly, and winks at me. “Who’s the one with the problem? I don’t think it’s me.”
“Oh, buddy …” Tom steps away from me and right up to the fence. “Keep on like that, and you are so going to have a problem. Even bigger than the substance abuse problem you obviously already have.”
“Tom!”
“Sorry, Hazel, but aren’t you the one who tells the hard truths even when people don’t want to hear them? Isn’t ‘honesty the best policy?’” He hooks quotes into the air as he says this. He’s never let it go since that one time I told him he had halitosis. “Your friend here is drunk. As a skunk. Loaded. Swimming in booze.”
More likely high, I’m guessing, since JJ seemed sober when I left him at Timmies — it would have been hard for him to drink enough to be swaying the way he is in that short time span. But it’s not an argument I’m going to get into with Tom.
“Stop it, Tom.”
“Yeah,” JJ slurs. “Tom, stop it.”
It all happens so fast. Tom lurches for the fence. JJ leaps back. The fence gives way, Tom sprawls, staff members rush, patrons stare, Yasmin yells, “I’m calling the police!” and Chantal sobs through it all.
I look down at my feet. I look up at the sky. I look out at JJ’s rapidly retreating back. Then I leave.

      ***The sidewalk is busy and I merge into the flow of people. Everybody dresses pretty much the same on these warm days in the summer. From the back I’m sure I don’t stand out. Cropped jeans, a black halter top, those beach waves … or tangled nest, dependent on your outlook, I guess. Even my wet swimming gear doesn’t give me away since it’s stowed in a sealed dry bag inside a big, leather tote.
I don’t hurry away from the restaurant. Don’t rush. Just let my feet go and my mind wander as I listen to the conversations around me:
“… he was bored in math class so he climbed out of the window. I mean, what do you do with a kid like that?”
“… wondering what he’s going to think when he realizes I didn’t invite his sister …”
I wonder what Tom will think when he notices I’m not at the restaurant.
“… sometimes I wonder when she’s going to grow up.”
I wonder when Tom will notice I’m not there.
The two people in front of me are laughing so hard one loses her balance and falls against her friend.
I try to remember the last time I laughed with a friend like that. I try not to admit the answer is probably never.
My phone buzzes. OK, I wouldn’t have put money on Tom noticing this quickly.
The text isn’t from Tom, though. It’s from his neighbour — recently divorced and unwilling to get an actual job in case it affects her alimony payments, but always looking for cash jobs to do. Tom pays her to let the dog out when he’s away all day, or works late. So, pretty much every day. I texted Tom but he’s not answering the neighbour writes. That little shit bit me again. I’m done. I’m not even trying to get that devil creature back in her crate. She’s loose in the house. Don’t say I didn’t tell you.
Great.
Truth — I’m not a big fan of the dog. She wasn’t my idea. In fact, I tried to talk Tom out of taking her. Many times. But his boss asked him to look after her, “just for a while.” Right before leaving to live with a mountain guide, his wife had bought something called a “doxiepoo” – the unique-looking offspring of a poodle and a dachshund – from a mall pet store as a consolation gift for their daughter.
The dog bit the daughter.
The daughter didn’t want the dog, but didn’t want anything to happen to the dog. “You’ll take her, right?” the boss asked Tom.
“You work more hours than him.” I’d pointed out. “You have no clue about dogs. She bites.”
“It’s temporary, and it will get me brownie points.”
It had been temporary four months ago and, since then, the boss had moved to a Denver law firm. Spending ten hours a day in a crate, only let out by Tom’s neighbour, hadn’t helped the dog’s biting problem. Obviously.
It’s not her fault, though. I know that.
I also know, loose in the house, she’ll find Tom’s Salvatore Ferragamo loafers and eat them.
I sigh. Then I turn right instead of left at the next block — heading for Tom’s place instead of mine.

      ***The dog is, indeed, loose.
She’s also delighted to see me to the extent that she loses all bladder control. I’m aware Tom thinks less of her for peeing every time she sees me, and — for some reason — less of me for prompting that reaction in her.
I don’t know why, of all people in the world, she likes me, but there it is. It makes me feel sad for a second — what will she do once I’m gone?
Then I catch myself — once I’m gone? Where? When? What do I mean?
I shake the question off, and scoop the dog off the floor so I can carry her across the room and to the sliding doors that open onto Tom’s tiny backyard.
With her outside, nose pressed against the glass, I shoo her off — “Go pee!” — then set about cleaning up the pee she already did inside, checking her food and water, and while I’m filling up her water bowl, a funny thing happens.
My eye falls on a shallow bowl I placed on the windowsill above Tom’s sink so I’d always have a safe place to slip off any jewelry I was wearing while I did the dishes.
I love that little bowl. It’s the twin of one I have on my own windowsill. They were keepsakes I got when my favourite great-aunt died.
I pick up the bowl and drop it into my bag.
Then I start a slow walk through the townhouse.
The dog hurls herself at the patio doors as I walk by.
There isn’t much, but what there is, I’d be sad to lose.
I leave the toothbrush in the bathroom — it’s time for a new one, anyway — but I take the small bottle of overpriced lubricating eye drops my optometrist has me hooked on. I snag the light bathrobe hanging on the back of Tom’s bedroom door; I’ve always liked it better than the one I have at home.
The hardest decision is about the little painting in the front hall. We bought it together on a trip to the Okanagan, but it’s always hung here.
I reach out, touch the frame, begin to lift it off the hook, then shake my head. It looks right here, in BC, but I’m going to Ontario.
Again, I wonder where the thought came from.
Except it feels right. I’m going to Ontario. I suddenly know it.
With my bag overstuffed I let the dog back in. When I show her the crate, her tail drops between her legs, but she goes, then immediately turns around and stares at me as though she knows. “Take me, too,” she might as well be saying.
I think of all the shoes she’s eaten, and her yippy little bark, and I shake my head. “You wouldn’t survive half a day on the farm.”
So, that’s it — apparently I’m not just going to Ontario, I’m going to the farm.
I’m quite sure it’s my heart that’s made this decision, not my head. Let’s face it — my heart’s been running the show all day. My little bursts of nostalgia haven’t come from my usually logical, cool, rational brain.
I don’t know where they’re from, and I’m not quite comfortable with them, but they’re in me right now and they’re filling me with a reckless excitement at the thought of getting out of here, and packing up my car and retracing that long drive across Canada.
And leaving my key to Tom’s house here.
My hand’s already working at the key ring, even as my head’s asking, Is this a good idea?
“Ow!” The key ring pinches my finger, but if anything it strengthens my resolve. My heart is determined this stupid key ring isn’t going to stop me.
Head: What if I change my mind?
Heart: I’ll just say I left it here by mistake.
Head: That it — what? — fell off the key chain?
Heart: Obviously not, since the damn thing’s so stubborn it’s now broken my nail … but, yeah, Tom doesn’t need to know that. I can say it fell off.
Head: Do you think he’s stupid?
Heart: No. Not stupid. But also not very nice.
Head: Which was never a problem before.
Heart: Well, what can I say? I’ve been falling down on the job. I should have spoken up sooner.
Head: I wish you’d just stay quiet now.
The key’s off and in my hand. I feel a little thrill of triumph, followed by a frisson of fear. But it’s excitement-tinged fear.
It’s the feeling of being alive, my heart says.
Oh, shut up, my head counters.
While they argue, I place the key on Tom’s hall table, sling my bag over my shoulder, and open his front door, making sure the knob lock is set.
I take a deep breath before I pull it closed behind me. Once I’m out, I won’t be able to get back in.
My eyes fall to the ring on my hand holding the door.
While I’m leaving things behind, maybe I should leave that too.
Before my head and heart can get into a fresh argument about that one, I yank the door shut.
I’m not feeling that emotional. The ring was expensive. The ring is quite beautiful. The ring was custom-made. For me. The ring is mine.
As I walk away, I twirl the ring on my finger and feel somewhat reassured that despite all the crazy things I’ve done today, I’ve held onto at least a small part of my practicality.

      ***Before I leave, I try to find JJ.
I walk the streets swinging a 40-pack of Timbits as though it’s a lunch box.
He’s nowhere to be found.
Normally I wouldn’t worry. Until now, JJ has been a presence I see sometimes on my way to work. I don’t keep track of him. I’m sure he doesn’t keep track of me.
But since my fiancé — ex-fiancé — lunged at him across a patio fence, I feel some obligation to find him.
I’m realizing I don’t know much about the only person in the world who thinks I’m “happy.”
The only places I know to look for him are along my walking route to work, and by the restaurant.
I go. I walk. There are crowds. There are cars, and buses. There are bicycles on the sidewalk that should be on the road. There’s a kid weaving through pedestrians on a longboard. But I don’t see an always-grinning, just-a-bit-taller-than-me guy with thick dark hair that gleams in the sunlight whenever the Vancouver clouds part enough to let it shine through.
I’m nearly back at my condo which I used to like fine, but now, juxtaposed against my nostalgic memories of the character farmhouse and lush countryside of my childhood seems soulless, boring, and far-too-expensive for a tiny space with a mediocre view.
The fruitless search for JJ, and the deeper questions of what I’ve been doing with my life — why I was engaged to a mean guy, with friends I don’t even like, while living somewhere that’s more hotel than home — has me dragging my heels, when I spot Belinda.
JJ introduced me to her once. To be honest, I was busy — running late for a meeting to figure out how to back a provincial politician out of some racist comments he’d made — so I didn’t pay attention at the time, but seeing her now makes me exhale with relief.
“Belinda! It’s me, Hazel, JJ’s friend. Do you know where he is?”
She shakes her head. “Sorry. Haven’t seen him today. Are those for him?”
I glance down at the box in my hand. “Um, yes …”
She holds her hand out. “I’ll give them to him when I see him.”
“I …” I hesitate. Can I trust her? Will she pass them on? It’s not that I’m worried about the $7.99 box of treats, it’s that I’ve also tucked a grocery store gift card inside, with a note:
JJ, I’m sorry about what happened. It was my fault. I need to pick my friends more carefully.
I’m leaving town for a while. I hope this might help you out. Here’s my email if you ever need anything.
The fingers on the woman’s outstretched hand are adorned with beautiful hand-poked tattoos. She has a kind smile.
“Thank you,” I say, and hand the box over. After all, there’s a very good chance JJ’s friends are much better than my own.






  
  Two
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I'm sitting in a harvest gold plastic chair outside unit 7B of the Nearly There Motel. The chair isn’t old enough to be vintage, or new enough to be retro — it’s just ugly. Yet, like the boxy television in the room, it’s chained to the wall. 
A paint-peeling sign declaring MOTEL and promising TV, Air, Heat, and Vacancy stands against a background of sharp Rocky Mountain peaks rising as far as the eye can see.
It’s very Canadian to have such an abundance of beauty that we don’t have to be precious about it.
It’s Sunday night and I’m so close to the Alberta border I could get there on foot, meaning even if I started driving back now, I’d have trouble getting to work by 9:00 tomorrow morning.
And I have no desire to head back.
I should email work. I should call Tom. I should send a message to my brother.
I don’t do any of those things. I also don’t open a book, or go inside to turn on the ancient television.
I just sit, and let the light go grainy and turn to night. Dark things swoop through the air. Finally I have to slap at the first mosquito — another very Canadian experience — then I return to my room and fall asleep.

      ***During my eight-plus hours of driving between the Nearly There Motel and the Halfway Inn (located in Saskatchewan, halfway between Swift Current and Moose Jaw according to the woman who checks me in), I accumulate five missed calls from my boss, Devon.
Settled into a chair almost identical to yesterday’s — except this one is orange-brown — I discover Devon has also sent a few emails. On the grounds that it’s the most relevant, I read the latest one.
Where the eff are you? It’s not that Devon’s too polite to use the real word, it’s that he doesn’t want his messages to end up in the spam folder. I’ve had that piece of work, Belinda Rothman, calling me all day. Lily’s decided to apply to med school. We need to fast forward the reputation reconstruct.
If Lily Rothman wants to be a doctor, she should know what parts of her anatomy show when she dances on a speaker in Ibiza with no underwear on. No flashing of the Rothman undercarriage = no need for a reputation reconstruct.
When I have to identify my industry on any kind of application, I select “marketing” but Devon’s firm doesn’t market products or services — we market people. When he’s not worried about spam filters, Devon says, “You fuck up, we fix it.”
Which, essentially, means most of my clients are terrible people. Devon’s not particularly pleasant, either. I fit right in, and the pay is good, which means I should want to keep the job, Still, I can’t make myself care enough to send a useful answer about Belinda Rothman and her entitled daughter.
Instead I lie. Devon, I type. I have appendicitis. I’m scheduled for an emergency appendectomy tomorrow. They told me to take two weeks off work. I’ll update you when I know more.
Which leaves me just enough energy to text my brother: Brody, I’m coming to Ontario. I’ll be there Wednesday, late. See you Thursday morning.
Then I spend a long time staring at the kind of immense blue sky you just don’t see in BC. With no mountains to interrupt it, it goes on, and on, and on.
It’s beautiful, just like BC’s mountains are beautiful, but neither of them is home, so I’m going to need to keep driving.
The couple staying in the next room come out to sit in their plastic chairs. They have a bottle of wine and the plastic-wrapped cups from the bathroom. They smile at me.
I’m seized by a sudden fear that they’re going to invite me to join them, so I make an exaggerated slap at a lazy mosquito and go inside, where I’m asleep before the sun’s fully down.

      ***The next night’s motel is within spitting distance of the Ontario border. This one’s tucked into the edge of the boreal forest and faces a hulking rock cut displaying an enormous chunk of Canadian Shield.
I would sit and admire it, but there’s no chair in front of my unit — I suspect the people two doors down of stealing it — how else would they get three avocado green chairs in front of their room? I perch on the step with the door pressing against my back while I connect to the guest WiFi.
Devon’s sent a message. I suppose you can’t help the appendix thing, but now the Rothmans also want us to write Lily’s med school application essay. They asked for you specifically.
I think of telling him to do it himself. I think of referring him to the legal duty to accommodate employees suffering illness under the BC labour code. I think of telling him to eff off.
Ultimately, though, given that this would be the day of my fictitious surgery, I simply don’t answer.
There’s no reply from my brother, which doesn’t surprise me. The only technology he likes is the computer in his smart tractor.
There is a message from Tom. There have been lots of text messages and voicemails from him — none of which I’ve read or listened to. He’s obviously decided to try email as a last resort. His name is bold and so is the subject line, What the actual fuck? That’s pretty much in line with the text messages I’ve ignored so far.
Considering I left Vancouver because of the lightbulb realization that my fiancé was not a very nice person, these messages aren’t doing much to change my mind.
I turn off my devices, pull the blackout curtains tight against the still-light summer evening, and crawl into bed.
Drive and sleep. Drive and sleep. It’s what I’ve decided to do. It’s all I can focus on. If I linger anywhere, if I slow down, if I don’t download enough podcasts to fill my driving hours, I’m afraid I’ll think.
I’m not quite halfway there, and if I think too hard I might turn around and go back.
And even though I’m not sure what I want to do, I’m pretty sure going back isn’t it.

      ***I thought everything would be the same.
I expected it to mirror the pictures that have been flashing through my head since that weird day back in Vancouver — the ones that drew me back here.
The 401 is the same of course — a divided highway with most of the interest safetied out of it so the final two hours of highway driving feels longer than many of the drawn-out days of driving I’ve already put in.
I force myself to stay awake and alert, though. Even as the sun slants low into my eyes. Even as I get boxed in by towering transport trucks.
Because I’m almost there and it’s been an effort, and a journey, and a commitment, and a trek. I’ve crossed more than half the country — this huge country. I don’t want to mark it with an encounter with the rumble strip, a tree, or a transport truck.
Stay awake.
The exit sign is different.
It’s reflective — popping out in the beams of passing headlights despite the gathering gloom. It says Visit the County — next three exits and it boasts a unique and catchy logo that looks like it was created by an actual design firm.
What’s going on?
When I take the exit, there are more differences. Many trees are noticeably taller. One towering oak is gone. The road is wider and the pavement smoother. There are new houses with three-car garages. There are more new signs touting local attractions — mostly wineries and art galleries; at least that hasn’t changed.
It’s disconcerting, though, to have fled my old life drawn by a powerful tug of nostalgia only to find the place I was pulled to has gone ahead and changed without me.
Fortunately the school bus shelter from my school days is still in its spot at the end of the driveway, to confirm that even if the neighbour’s fence appears to have collapsed under its own weight, and the mailbox is on the other side of the road, this is the farm.
Although … I frown as my headlights sweep over the wooden structure … there’s something different.
The yawn that seizes me is so violent I can’t see ahead for several seconds. I stop thinking about bus shelters, and squint through the last grainy bit of post-sunset light for the trailer that’s spent as long as I can remember sagging and rusting on the same spot.
My appearance-obsessed mother allowed it to stay there as a deterrent against too-long visits from family members on my dad’s side – even if my bachelor uncle felt right at home surrounded by orange-and-brown (and very dusty) polyester curtains, and indoor-outdoor turf carpeting, there were only so many days his back could take the springs poking through the ancient mattress.
When I get inside, I’m both surprised and relieved to find the trailer transformed to a neat, tidy, even stylish space. I have no nostalgia for the stale smell it always held, or the flypaper twists hanging from the ceiling.
I’m almost too tired to go back out to the car for my bag. I stare at myself in the tiny bathroom mirror and wonder would it be worse to navigate the few steps back and forth to the car right now, or to wake up with furry teeth.
I notice there’s a new toothbrush on the edge of the sink, with a travel-sized tube of toothpaste.
Decision made.
I lie down on a firm mattress made up with crisp sheets and run my tongue around my minty mouth. The last thing I think is that I’ve never known another smell I like as much as the aroma of fresh-cut hay drifting through the window screen of the trailer.
Then I’m gone.






  
  Three

[image: ]

I open one eye. The one the sun’s not slanting across. Outside the trailer window — which let in those fresh-cut hay smells all night — there’s a shifting kaleidoscope of hazy green. Leaves fluttering in the breeze. There’s chirping and singing outside — birds, insects, frogs — I can’t distinguish, but it’s pretty. Half my body’s in sunlight warm enough to make me very lazy; not hot enough for discomfort. The firm mattress feels just as good as when I first lay down on it. 
I close the eye again. I’m not ready to be awake. I’m not even sure if I have a job anymore — less sure if I care. As far as my fiancé — former fiancé — is concerned I’m … well, the last subject line I saw from him said something about completely crazy. I’m pretty sure my brother and sister-in-law would be happy not to see me until noon. Or, not to see me at all. In other words, there’s no reason why I have to be awake.
Which is great. It means I can drift.
Except for my goddamn bladder.
Really? Seriously? I was borderline dehydrated when I went to bed last night. My water bottle was empty, and I had no idea whether the water in the trailer was potable. It wasn’t back in the days when the mattress was an instrument of torture and the place smelled like ass.
So what, exactly, does my body need to pee out now?
I shift and there’s no denying it — I need to go.
Also, with that discomfort raising its demanding hand, my stomach starts growling. No water last night, and no food either, and my body’s complaining about it.
This time I open both eyes and notice a note propped on the tiny counter by the miniscule sink. Hazel.
Between my screaming bladder, my grumbling stomach, and the note promising Coffee and breakfast in the farmhouse, I guess I’m getting up.
I push myself to a sitting position and think it’s unfair for somebody who just had an appendectomy — even if it was imaginary — to be getting up this early.

      ***The screen door. That’s the sure sign I’m back in rural Ontario. Screen doors signify trust that nobody’s going to break into your house, and country breezes blowing through the house.
These are not things I’m used to in the city.
Then again, they also signify bugs to be kept outside and no air conditioning.
The other thing screen doors are good for is standing outside them and listening to what’s going on inside the house.
Which, right now, in my childhood home, is water running, dishes clattering, and my sister-in-law’s frazzled voice. “Patrick, why are you still eating? What’s taking you so long?”
“He’s sorting his marshmallows.” I’m pretty sure that’s my oldest niece, Violet.
“He’s what?”
“He’ll only eat his

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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