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To Mama, I love you.







prologue

“I didn’t want to do it,” the woman tells the baby as she throws another shovelful of dirt into the air and out of her way. The hole in the ground is deeper than yesterday, but the soil after rain is wetter, heavier, sloppier. She’s fallen into the mud a couple of times now, much to her dismay. She supposes that she is probably not in the position to complain about her working conditions.

The woman throws another small pile of dirt and then collapses onto the ground next to the baby. She pulls her knapsack onto her lap, opens the flap on the top, and digs around inside. She pulls out a banana, peels the fruit, and passes it to the baby. 

The baby swats at the banana, knocking it into the dirt. She lets out another earth-shattering cry that wails out into the coast like a siren.

“Would you knock it off?” the woman snaps, desperate for the baby to stop making noise, just for a few minutes. For a moment the baby stares at the woman in surprise, startled by her outburst, and proceeds to cry harder.

The woman wonders briefly if she should throw the baby into the hole she’s digging. Then she regrets wondering such a thing and pulls the small girl onto her lap. But as usual, the girl refuses to settle, twisting fervently in the woman’s arms. She stands up, stalks across the grass, bangs her little hands against the metal box, and cries some more.

“You’re going to have to get over it, kid,” says the woman, standing back up again. She brushes the dirt off her pants, picks up her shovel again, and digs it into the ground. “Because she’s not coming back.”

The baby looks at the woman, who tosses another pile of dirt over the cliff. The baby puts her fingers in her mouth and leans her head against the box.

“Stop touching that thing, will you?” snaps the woman. “Last thing you need now is blood on your hands.”







one

Somewhere, lost in the middle of nowhere, my mother lives perched on the edge of a cliff.

Her house is a lonely jab of white along an endless mountain of grey; a broken tooth in the rock, the remains of a crooked smile. She lives in the inhospitable, hours from anyone, the empty belly of barren terrain, a tired roof berated by storms. My mother. Perhaps she is the rock.

I wake as the sun rises and open my eyes to the golden brightness of my bedroom. Five thirty. I must leave within the hour if I want to make it to my mother’s house before noon. I can feel the stubborn apathy of dread and indulge my head with one final nuzzle into the linen of the pillowcase. I pull the blankets over my face and tell my feet that this is just another morning, that there is no impending doom, that I am not dragging them barefoot into a garden of thorns. 

To reach my mother’s property from my apartment in town takes a minimum drive of five hours. Most days, however, the excursion will take longer than five; you rely on the skeleton of a poorly maintained highway, must wind along the curlicue coast, and cut through the forest and the rivers that stand in your way of the journey ahead. 

This is the final time I’ll have to do this miserable drive. It shouldn’t be this hard, knowing today is the final hurrah, an end to my life’s biggest background monster. I shut my eyes, pull myself out of bed, and put my feet on the floor. Go time.

I brush my teeth, shower, and make a Thermos full of hazelnut coffee. I run through my list of necessities and check for the fifth time that all my essentials have made it into my suitcase and will not spill out of place from their abusive journey. 

Outside, the air is warm and quiet as I load the car with my luggage. Six thirty, the sky is liquid fire. August burns hot in St. John’s, the only month we have all year warm enough to surpass the bite of the ocean wind. You can feel the humidity already in the air, rising in waves from the concrete. Dew twinkles on the blades of grass in my building’s petunia-filled flower bed. The parked cars in the lot are peacefully unmoving, still asleep, have nowhere to hurry on this beautiful Sunday morning. 

I look up to the window of my little apartment building and wish it goodbye. Promise it that I will return, in four short days, and that once I come back, I will never leave it again. Then I climb into my car, pull out of the parking lot, and drive in the direction of the highway without looking back. Lot’s wife style.

To get to my mother’s house, you must spend the first few hours of the drive on the Trans-Canada Highway, which (if the surrounding drivers are favourable) is a pleasant, relatively boring drive. I cruise along the double lanes, relatively undisturbed at my pace of 110, open the windows, and try to enjoy the sweet morning wind on my face. A doughnut shop blurs past me, inviting me inside for a tempting box of honey crullers, but I ignore it and keep driving with military discipline. I intend to embrace this hell-ride as just that; no motivational doughnuts or unnecessary stops that’ll drag out the process longer than it has to be. I sip from my Thermos and stare bitterly at the road ahead. A blue Mazda passes me, and I fight an urge to race him.

Two hours pass by, and the morning melts away with the speed of the car. Eventually, I’m approaching the exit that leads to the South Coast Highway and pull into the deceleration lane, trickle off the side of the TCH, and disappear from the highway, from the last shreds of civilization. 

The road on the provincial highway is immediately worse; the pavement is bumpy and poorly maintained. My car bounces with the sudden impact of potholes and roadkill as I bumble along. The car is essentially carried by the ruts in the pavement, my life clasped in my steering hands. The drive becomes more labour-intensive, and I can no longer cruise, even a little. I lean forward in my seat and clutch the wheel a little tighter.

I have made this trip by now all but one hundred times. The entire route from here to the other side of the island is a stretch of near nothingness: a long, winding line of road that runs through dozens of tiny communities, beaches, campgrounds, and occasionally a lookout point. I don’t stop in the communities or visit the lookout points for a picture. I’m too bitter. My scenery is an endless expanse of trees and rock and more road and, sometimes, when the lane bends, a shy glimpse of the sea. Dirt paths run on either side of the highway, and every few kilometres the car vibrates with the roar of an approaching ATV. On certain patches, pines grow crooked out of the ground and stick out onto the highway like giant hay brooms. The trees shelter the wildlife, giving camouflage to clueless moose that wander into the road to lick the salty pavement.

Arriving safely at my mother’s is a pure game of experience. I think I could find my way along this road in a blindfold, but still, I am white-knuckled, scooting along at sixty, breath suspended in my throat. I try and relax, try and take the dangers as they come with grace, but my efforts are futile.

At some point, about halfway through my journey, I make a broad turn and then pull to the side of the road. I can see from here the ocean, a magnificent sapphire blue in the clear morning sunshine. The waves this morning are tall and strong, crests rising, roaring, finally sweeping in a violent crescendo at the cliffs submerged in its belly. I watch the foaming whitewash and imagine the power, the strength of the ocean, the way it engulfs everything in its path in wide, tireless swallows. I watch a white gull disappear from where it bobs in the water, the poor creature a victim caught in the thralls of an angry ocean arm.

I wait here for just a little while and watch the sea. I align my breath to the rhythm of the waves, an attempt to compose myself, to feel ready for my arrival. It’s going to be hard. You’re going to wish you hadn’t come. Then more breathing, attempts to replace my negative thoughts with hopeful ones. You need a chance to say goodbye.

I climb back into my Subaru and pull back onto the highway. My car revs forward in the direction of my mother’s place. My eyes fill with tears.

My mother’s house is barely a house at all. it stands crooked, worn from the elements and the neglect. The ancient saltbox home is the only remaining structure of what once was a community, long ago. It was paid for and restored thirty years ago by a wealthy seaside dreamer, who subsequently got sick of the fog and the wind of the southern coast and decided to move to Florida instead. He put the house on the market, realized no one else wanted it either, and ultimately reduced it for quick sale. My mother was the one who found the ad in the paper and decided that it would make the most perfect home for a writer like she—a quaint little shoebox on the edge of the coast, free from people and distractions. I’m certain the realtor had not been prepared for a sale, which was how she got the place so cheap. I’m also certain that the realtor did not believe my lonely mother would be moving into the property permanently. Not five hours from civilization, kilometres from anyone else. Those conditions are not ideal for anyone, especially not for a petite single mother and her toddler daughter. But alas, she did. And my mother is still there, twenty-two years later, a permanent barnacle to that house and that cliff.

My car pulls up and over the final hill, and at last I reach the private stretch of unpaved road that leads to my destination. The gravel trail, essentially her driveway, has three sharp turns and then a long, straight path. Once you get through (if you haven’t lost the bottom of your car), you can finally find the house. When you get there, the view is postcard-worthy, almost as if the ray of a lighthouse shines its bright beam on your destination like a nautical spotlight. I spot the house as my car rounds the final corner and wonder if it is worth pulling over for a photo. I have seen this view so many dozens of times before, but this, now, will be my last. I hesitate for one more moment and then keep driving up the driveway.

The saltbox house is iconic in photographs for its squareness, its simplicity in design, its ease on the eyes. They are beautiful little homes, the keystone of rural Newfoundland architecture. My mother’s house, a bright white box, is no exception. Six windows on the front, two rows and two colours, a black rectangular door. In the middle of the roof is a small triangular notch with a circular window. The house could have been drawn by a child.

My stomach turns as my car approaches, slowly, pulling into view. There is no turning back now, no reversing direction and calling off the visit. I can already smell the inside of the house from the car, feel the sandy texture of the carpet between my bare toes. I do not want to be here today, trifling through the contents of the house I spent my life in, preparing to say goodbye to the sallow structure forever. Preparing to tell my mother that this will be goodbye forever, from both of us, because I do not intend to keep the property after she leaves.

I park at the end of the driveway, which is nothing more than a shallower gravel pit than the road. My mother has owned only one car in her entire life, a tiny, ketchup-red Ford Focus, which sits rotting at the top of the drive. The car has not started for years, has not moved since the first trills of dementia showed in my mother’s behaviours. (Ominously good timing—the car refused to start when my mother became a danger to herself.) I stare sadly at the car for a few moments, then again at the house, mapping out its shapes in my mind so I won’t forget. Maybe I’ll draw it someday, for my children. At one time I figured I’d keep the house as a summer home for my kids, but those days are gone and will never return. The house is in no condition now for vacationing; its wide rectangular body is starting to swell and slump, the windows rotting away. The black shingles of the roof are crumbling and the paint is flaking off the surface of the door. The property is grimy from years of neglect. I believe, to the disagreement of my stubborn mother, that the house is far beyond repair now. No one is going to buy something as dilapidated as this. No one wants to buy a fixer-upper five hours from the nearest hardware store.

I get out of the car and breathe in the scent of home. The sulphurous stink of sea air and salt water. I take a small moment of Zen—isn’t the sea supposed to be a calming force?—and push my way up the driveway toward my mother’s front door. You can do this, Hannah. You can survive four more days.

The latch of the door handle hitches, as always, so I have to thrust my weight against the hard panel of wood to open the door. It sticks, sticks, and then swings open, spilling me suddenly into the porch. A graceful entrance for a graceful day. I sigh at the irony of my entrance, composed of a fall from a rotten door. My stomach hurts and rolls. I shove the door shut again behind me, listening to the suction of the swollen wood. 

There’s a sudden noise in the house beyond. I peer through the cluttered porch, into the hall, into the doorway of the kitchen. I see a glimpse of movement, and then my mother’s face leans in, her body appearing in the hall. Her low voice garbles a sudden “Hannah!” and there is a frenzy of hurried footsteps toward me where I stand in the porch. 

She is wearing a purple apron, her blue eyes shining with joy. She thrusts herself to me and into a squishy hug. “It’s Hannah!” she tells me. “Hannah is here!” Her warm head worms into my neck, nuzzling closer. I feel the sharp poke of her keys, the set she wears around her neck for safekeeping, digging into my side. 

And then she pulls away, releases me as quickly as she approached. “Hannah is coming here,” she tells me, as if I don’t already know, as if we haven’t had this exchange.

I pull on the tongue of my sneakers, have to pry them off from the sweat and the suction of wearing them driving all day. I lean against the wall and notice that in the porch’s corner, where the walls meet the floor, is a budding grey cobweb, a growing blanket of dust. Dirt coats my fingertips from the surface of the wall, and once my shoes are off, I wipe my hands in the fabric of my jeans. I can tell merely by the mess in the porch what the condition of the house is going to be. Filthy. I regret not sending in a housekeeper when the hospital prompted me to the service. I’d viewed it then as a gross waste of money. Hospice care was enough, wasn’t it? My mother was semi-functional, after all, and she wasn’t going to be out there much longer. All I needed was someone who could keep her from losing a limb or something in the time before I could get there. 

My mother’s diagnosis of early-onset dementia was sudden, unexpected, and took us both completely off guard. She is only fifty-two and has not had any health complications known to date besides this condition. I first noticed the symptoms when I visited home for Christmas in my third year of undergrad—she was forgetful, whimsical, spoke sometimes like a Wernicke’s aphasic: with passion, fluency, but of nonsense. Of garbled, meaningless chaos. 

During spring semester, when I returned for the summer, I noticed that she had started to vary in routine—something she has never done for as long as I have known her. She woke up at 3:00 a.m., brushed her teeth seven times in the span of a day, and once cleaned the piano twice in an hour, with no memory of the first time. I prepared myself to let it go, blame it on the excitement of having me back home, until I noticed one evening that she’d seasoned an entire chicken with a can of Comet and didn’t recognize the problem in her mistake. 

So I packed her into the car, took her to the doctor in the nearest small town, a tiny community called Loostab, where in the medical clinic she suffered an agoraphobia-induced panic attack so intense that I had to take her back home. A (very expensive) visiting doctor had to come to administer the tests. A young-looking medical resident was the one who made the diagnosis. My mother, a stubborn, righteous, and objectively clueless tyrant—had accused her of lying and spent two months post-diagnosis trying to prove to me that the young student didn’t know anything, that medical residents weren’t real doctors, that she certainly, positively was not, to quote, “losing her mind,” and that I ought to get someone who knew what they were talking about in this house right away to retest her. 

Naturally, I did nothing to enable my mother’s behaviour and spent the rest of the summer monitoring her phone calls and locking the cleaning chemicals in unsuspecting cupboards so that she would not kill the both of us in the wake of her denial. One day I woke up to find her on the footpath, crying into her knees. She told me that she had woken up there with no memory of how she’d arrived. And finally, she accepted that something was going wrong in her brain, like it or not. 

I step into the main hallway that leads to the rest of the house: the kitchen, the sitting room, the bathroom, and the staircase that leads upstairs. This house, I believe, is the opposite of open concept; walls divide every room from one another, the only connections from room to room are narrow, empty doorways. The rooms lead into one another like a twisty rat maze, certain rooms lead to dead ends, others have three exits. Wherever you stand, you feel forcibly confined and constantly separate from everyone else. It is a new kind of claustrophobia, the fear of getting lost in a shoebox. I have since become accustomed to my open-concept apartment back home in St. John’s. I must reacclimatize to the confinement.

My stomach turns at the condition of the house as I pass through the hallway, peering into each room as I go. The level of grime is much worse than I expected—dirt, garbage, and clutter are everywhere. The wallpaper is browning, peeling at the corners, patches splotched with grey spores of mildew. The carpet has doubled in volume from lint, crumbs, dirt, and stains. I regret removing my shoes, afraid of what I could step on, repulsed by the sticky objects that adhere to my feet. 

My mother has been hoarding, clearly, given away by the clutter stacked on every surface of the house. On a table that stands at the end of the hallway, a stack of garbage leans, hook-like, the shape of a Dr. Seuss tree. And the odour is vile. What once was wood and sea breeze is now that thick scent of dust and old food. I enter the kitchen, breathe through my mouth, and spy a bag of mouldy bread lying open on top of the overflowing garbage container. 

I feel angry that things have come to this, that the house has literally fallen apart from the inside out this quickly. I was here, not long ago, tidied away as much as I could, relied on the promise that the part-time hospice care and social worker would be enough to keep the mess at bay. A part of me wants to blame the mess on my mother’s nurse—would it kill her to help maintain some level of cleanliness? 

But it isn’t her job. I remind myself that it is not her job to clean up after my mother. But I can’t help imagining how easy it would be for her to vacuum every once and a while. I know that I would if I were here. I wouldn’t be able to stand the grime. 

The two of them are sitting in the living room, my mother curled up on the sofa, Colleen in the La-Z-Boy chair adjacent to her. My mother is arguing with Colleen, swearing quietly at her, muttering inconceivable words beneath her breath. I step into the room and sit on the sofa next to my mother, wondering if she’ll react warmly to my presence this time like she did in the porch. She doesn’t, though. She doesn’t react at all, as if she hasn’t noticed I’ve joined the party. She continues to sit with her back turned to me, still murmuring at Colleen. 

Colleen shakes her head and says, “No, Adelaide, it isn’t safe for you to go for a walk on the footpath.” My mother stands up, starts hollering no. Something that I did not anticipate from her condition was the excessive (and nearly constant) temper tantrums. Her condition, at times, causes her emotional regulation to revert to levels that are childlike. The tantrums began the summer following her diagnosis, around a year after the Comet incident. At first I found it emotionally challenging to make sense of my mother’s shrieking over ridiculous, childish things (once, she wanted to go swimming at the beach in November); but over time I grew used to her escapades. Her nature has always been reactive, so ultimately it was easy to adjust. I avoid triggers. I avoid situations that prompt her upset. The fits that come out of nowhere are inevitable. You must just take those as they come. Sometimes they are unavoidable. The trick is just to prevent them where unnecessary.







two

Colleen started here the end of that dreary summer when I finally had to return to school. She and I take long shifts looking after my mom. Her job position is a remote PCA; she is used to this, working long stretches of twenty-four-hour care for people in remote locations around Newfoundland. The many remaining outport and small communities on the island are filled mainly with the elderly, fishermen and fisherwomen who do not want to leave their homes, their roots, unwilling to let their communities succumb to abandonment and death. It leads, Colleen has described, to a large demand for workers who are willing to fly solo and work in communities so small that they have no roads. 

Colleen has been helpful—as helpful as she can be—when it comes to my difficult mother. Successful, I suppose, in that my mother has not sustained any (serious) injuries, has not poisoned herself with Comet or wandered off the side of the cliff. I suppose it is a useful combination of grit and of experience, neither of which I possess to the level we need. 

My mother, not at all to my surprise, does not like Colleen. That was something I came to learn early, and something that did not catch me off guard. They fight, constantly. Or, my mother fights constantly with Colleen. I have come to accept that this tumultuous attitude should be expected, toward everyone, for the rest of her life. 

I have also concluded that my mother has, on top of dementia, severe agoraphobia. It is the reason she has spent her life so comfortable in near total isolation. She has never seen a psychologist, never been assessed by a professional. But she avoids at great lengths any contact with other people, interactions with the public, or entry into new places. She has only one friend, a woman called Jane whom she knew in her teens. She speaks only to me, to Jane, or Joanie, the operator of the grocery mart in Loostab. The extent to which she wavers from home is indeed just the grocery mart in Loostab, a place that, too, is typically empty.

Colleen is an outsider who invades my mother’s personal schema of safety. Colleen threatens her rituals, questions her senseless compulsions. Colleen puts limits on her disordered ideas, squanders her delusional fears. I understand the tension between them. But it doesn’t make the stress any easier watching the conflict unfold. This is the reality for the next several days. Conflict. Misery. 

I watch the vein in my mother’s neck push against the skin as she fights with Colleen now, screaming I need to go out. I feel an urge to escape the conflict before she blows.

I look around me. The sitting room is as dirty as the porch. Stains and crumbs line the creases of the couch, undoubtedly now covering the seat of my pants. I stare ahead at the TV and shake my head at the sight of the dishes and newspapers piled up on the stand. You can’t even see the screen in full. Clutter blocks the sides and corners. The piano, the one my mother once cleaned obsessively, is dusty and covered in fingerprints. The room feels like she is dead. 

“We have to start packing soon, Mama,” I remind her, hoping my words will distract her from the fight at hand. “If you go for a walk, you won’t be able to help me.”

“Shut up,” my mother hisses. “Hannah, shut up.”

I blink. “Okay, Mama.”

I’m unsure why I imagined packing would be a bonding activity for the two of us. Now, I can’t imagine my mother willing to put her life into organized boxes. All I can see is her shrieking, pacing anxiously at my feet like one of the subjects in Hoarders on TV.

Even before her illness kicked in, Mama was wildly protective, possessive over her things. She protected her house and its contents like a fortress. I wasn’t allowed to take anything out of the house, not even my own toys, in fear that I would lose them on the cliff somewhere. The house was her most prized possession of all, however, even more than the items inside. I asked her once as a girl if we could leave our house and move to the city—and she’d smacked the top of my hands and scolded me for being so ungrateful. “Hannah,” she’d tell me angrily, “we live by ourselves at the edge of the earth. Why in hell would we ever leave?”

And now, while she is most volatile, I am about to force her to leave. Should go smoothly.

I look to Colleen, who nods at me pointedly. Maybe I should just start without seeking her permission. I am legally in charge of my mother’s decisions now, and I cannot honestly expect to pry approval out of her now. So I stand up, brushing the back of my jeans as I go. I point a finger toward the ceiling. 

“Maybe start up there?” I ask Colleen quietly. She nods in agreement. My mother turns and looks at me, blankly, as if she has no idea who I am. 

“Adelaide,” she says, her own name. She does that a lot, repeats nonsense words like her name with no context. “Looks like Adelaide.”

I shake my head. I assure you I look nothing like my mother and have instead inherited strictly my father’s face. She’s always denied it, our lack of resemblance. I pat her on the shoulder. “Yes, Mama. I look like you.”

Going back through the porch, I return to my car to gather my suitcase and a couple of the collapsible cardboard boxes I stole from work. I tuck a few under my arm and can barely manage everything on my own. I am unsure whether everything I must pack will fit in my car when we leave. A clever part of my strategy, the brilliant excuse to escape with just the essentials, and anything we can’t take will remain behind, a bonus token for the buyer who takes on the house. Who would turn down a free bed frame? A free, battery-operated cuckoo clock?

I take inventory of what I know is here. Off the top of my head, I try to name what I want from the house. Valuables, mostly, anything that would be a loss to have stolen. The property will be vacant once we leave, until it goes on the market. But once it’s on the market, it will be advertised and exposed to the world—a free, empty house on an isolated cliff face. Kilometres from anyone else. For the kids in Loostab and other surrounding communities it is the perfect place to party. For tired hikers it is a free B&B, if you are brave enough to stomach the dust and the haunting loneliness of the empty rooms. For bored delinquents it is a perfect canvas for graffiti. Looting. Arson. I have to at least salvage anything that can be resold, anything I can give my kids as an heirloom one day. 

I take mental stock as I load my things from the car into the house. I drop the cardboard boxes in the hallway and pull my heavy suitcase up the steep wooden stairs. Mama’s jewellery. Thunk. Antiques like the pocket watch. Thunk, thunk. The art. My own childhood jewellery. 

From the stairs I can see my mother watching TV in the sitting room now, the sound blaring, sufficiently distracting her from the sounds of my escapades. I open my childhood bedroom door and shove my suitcase inside my bedroom. It falls over. I’ll deal with it later. For now, while I am humming on momentum, I want to get packing. 

I choose a wide cardboard box that still smells pleasantly like the oranges that were shipped inside it. Reminds me of home, work, normal. 

Where to start. My room? The linen-turned–storage closet? I take a whiff of the box and decide that it’s best to get the hardest part out of the way. I cross the hallway and brace. My mother’s bedroom.

I push open the door to take a single step inside. And the smell, a pungent cloud encircling me, almost knocks me to the ground.

The room smells so strongly of must and stale air that one breath is enough to make me gag, hard, and start a search for the source of the odour. I expect to find a wall of mould behind the bed and am shocked to find that there is none. Banana peels rot in an overflowing trash can, and laundry is piled on the floor in behemoth mountains of linen. The curtains are drawn in the window, and when I pull them back open, I find that for some reason my mother has lined the four cracks of the windows with towels, effectively blocking off any air circulation. Sweat glosses the windows from the trapped sunlight. Mildew speckles the glass and the towels.

I feel a sense of irritation again toward Colleen for letting this happen. No, she is not my mother’s housekeeper, but letting her client sleep in a room with no air circulation is certainly not in her client’s best interest. I wonder if I should confront her or wait until we get back to town and report her negligence. But it dawns on me that she hasn’t been here all that long, and perhaps there are protocols in place for both of their safekeeping, with respect to my mother’s behaviours. I count to five in my head and settle down. I don’t know all the facts, so I can’t make assumptions. Don’t make assumptions. The fallacy of my great mind. 

I pull the towels away from the windows, pull the lock free, and push open the window. Rosy sunlight pours into the room and illuminates the mess. Fresh air hits my face and fills my lungs, revitalizing me briefly, giving me further hope. I sigh, unsure where is best to begin. 

I am foremost astounded by the amount of garbage that has accumulated in the short span since I’ve last visited. Garbage, trash, waste, rubbish is everywhere, even worse than downstairs. Wrappers from long-eaten candy bars. Outdated flyers from Loostab shops (flyers that I have no idea how she has gotten) and copies of provincial newspapers in yellowing stacks. Dishes. Dirty, dog-eared books. Soda cans. Plastic bags. Paper bags. Notebooks half full, and loose notebook paper. Crumpled balls of notebook paper. Pudding cups. Tea bags, dried into stinky prune-like lumps, stuck to the wood of her bedroom set. I clap a hand to my forehead, melodramatically, and close my eyes so I don’t have to look. I should have brought gloves. Masks. Oh, Mama, what are you doing to me?

Somehow I manage to find her jewellery box on the top of her dresser, coated in a think blanket of brown dust. I open the top and find that the necklaces inside now lay in one monstrous clump of tangled chains. I drop them back into the case and place the whole thing in my cardboard box, mildly upset over the careless storage of things she once viewed as so precious. I recognize a pendant that I bought her for Mother’s Day, my first Mother’s Day spent in university, away from home. I paid fifty extra dollars to ship it right to her door. Today I find it completely unworn, still in the original box it came in. Protective film still covers the golden surface. 

I have to remind myself that it is not her fault. I feel stupid for being angry, as I am well aware that nothing about this is under her control. But it still stings, her rejection. 

I dig between more junk in the drawer and finally find some of her other more precious belongings. Squished on its side is a photo album of my drawings from childhood, back in the days when I wanted to be an artist. I thumb through the album and smile at the blob-like people I concentrated so hard on. The articulate drawings, I think, represent the core of my overly civilized personality. Effortful, mastery-determined, focused at four and a half. Beside the album there is also a stack of four-by-six photographs of my mother and me through the years, held together in the corner by a binder clip. Each photo is essentially the same, the two of us smiling at the camera my mother is holding, the selfies before Instagram, the coast teeming in the background. I stare especially long at one of the photos, a snap only of me. I am smiling widely, missing all four of my front teeth. I notice that my eyes are slightly swollen, probably unnoticeably to another who doesn’t know my face. I remember sharply the fight we had before that picture was taken. I don’t remember what it was about, what caused it to start. I only remember my mother screaming for me to get out of the house and the sound of her locking the deadbolt in the front door behind me. I remember the panic as I realized I was alone in the wind, certain that it would pick me up and carry me away. 

I fold the photo in half. I don’t want this one.

I continue packing away anything of usable condition but can’t find much that doesn’t constitute as garbage. By the state of the room, I am unsure of the last time my mother did laundry; everything I pick up smells stale with sweat and food, is stained, or wrinkled, or all of the above. I wonder if Colleen washes her own clothes, if it would kill her to throw in an article of my mother’s. Is having clean clothes to wear not an aspect of well-being? 

There are mounds of laundry all around me. It is almost like there is too much clothing, more than I can ever remember her owning. I wonder where—and since when—my mother has acquired so much clothing. Half of it consists of things that I don’t recognize, and besides the dirtiness, many of the articles seem to be brand new. Does she take road trips with Colleen to the shops in Loostab? Does Colleen let my mother just wander through the aisles, fill up her cart with sweaters, and let her swipe her credit cards leisurely, comfortably, acquiring whatever she wants? 

I find all of three good shirts and pack them in the boxes neatly, Marie Kondo’s beautiful folding technique creating the illusion of progress. The rest of her dresser drawers are full of unfolded pants and underwear among—unbelievably—more garbage. I toss a crinkled soda can over my shoulder. I have never even seen my mother drink soda before. 

The more I dig, the more wary I become of rats. The idea that one may burst out from under the dresser and scurry over my folded legs is enough to bring me to a standing position and grimace at the thought—this house sits warmly between a cliff and a forest, half unused, and lush with edible trash. This is prime rat territory. I make a note not to sit on the floor anymore. 

I am in the process of digging in the last drawer when something rattles me nearly out of my skin. A loud bang, what feels and sounds like almost inches from my head. I spring backwards, trying to identify the fallen object. Nothing. And then it happens again. The room is still.

I walk out of my mother’s bedroom and into the hallway and notice for the first time in maybe my entire life that the attic door is hanging loose from its mechanism. Wind is jostling the ladder, sucking it up the tunnel and then letting go of it again. I watch it rise and fall and bang down again. 

For a moment, I just stare at it in wonder. It dawns on me that never—for as long as I have lived in this house, for as long as I wished for an adventure to present itself to me—have I seen the attic door in an open position. In fact, I didn’t even know that the door consisted of a foldable, climbable ladder. I didn’t think the attic had a means of entrance. We’d never used it, nor thought of using it, nor even knew we could use it. Until late, our house had never had enough contents to justify additional storage. I had always viewed it as an unusable hole in the ceiling, had always feared that opening it would create a dangerous sail, prompt the wind to swirl into the hole in the roof and pick up our house, and toss it into the ocean.

I stare at the folding ladder. I could stand here in the hallway and grab the end of it, release it all the way down, and create a staircase. I wonder what could be up there. If it’s even safe to enter. I weigh the pros and cons of exploration. Cons: old house, weak structure, probably dangerous. Will I kick myself later, if my feet push through the floorboards and my legs are severed cleanly, left to drop into the kitchen below? 

But in a few days when we leave this house, I will never return. And I will never know of the attic and whether it is hiding something cool. Pros: it is the adventure my boring childhood craved. Surely I can’t sleep on an opportunity to explore something new. Something mysterious. There could be a wild discovery up there. Some trove of buried treasure waiting for me to uncover. My mind swims to the realities of the murder novels that I read in my spare time. Will I find a body? A haunted clock? The deeds to some great pirate fortune buried somewhere on this cliff?

I grab the bottom rung of the ladder and pull roughly. Slowly, the rest of the ladder unfolds and transforms with a rusty screech. The mechanism clatters as it drops into a full staircase and stretches from floor to ceiling, disappearing up into the darkness. It is eerily unfamiliar. I contemplate once more whether wrecking my lungs with the inevitable asbestos inhalation is worth the curiosity. I could get up and find nothing but dust, more grime, a whole colony of earwigs and silverfish. But I can’t help the excitement that flutters in my chest. I decide that it is worth the risk of all the creepy-crawlies and dangerous chemicals and begin my ascent up the ladder. You don’t want to die bored.

The opening to the attic is narrow, requiring you to fold your body over to gain access. I twist to pull myself through the hole in the ceiling and fumble blindly for a moment as I gain my bearings at the top. Surprisingly, there is more light up here than expected. I realize that the triangle notch in the roof, the one with the grated window, belongs to the attic. And I realize, dumbly, that the attic is not just an empty wooden space but an entire room of its own.

I feel momentarily stunned, like I have stepped into the Twilight Zone. An entire bedroom is set up here. The room is in the best condition of the entire house. I feel blindsided by what I am looking at, as if the surprise is cruel, unusual. Is this Colleen’s room? It can’t be. I am sure Colleen said that she sleeps in the vacant guest room next to mine. 

This room seems almost untouched. Everything is so neat, so undisturbed, that I doubt anyone has been up here in quite some time. I stand at the foot of the entrance for a minute, ducking my head slightly to avoid banging it on the low ceiling. There is a full wooden bedroom set up here, complete with a double bed and a desk and a dresser. The bed is made up beautifully, a dusty peach comforter pressed neatly, not a wrinkle in sight. At the end of the bed is a white crocheted afghan blanket. A heart-shaped pillow, fabric faded from the sun, sits at the top.

Was this stuff here when my mother bought the house? The furniture looks expensive. Made of oak, or mahogany, the knobs made of painted porcelain. The wooden doors of the wardrobe flaunt elaborate carvings of birds, of flowers, stained in darker paint than the finish. Gold trim laces the perimeter of each drawer. Whoever made this dresser had talent; whoever bought it had money.

The carpet of dust that coats every surface implies years of neglect—my eyes are already watering by the time I cross the floor for a closer look at the furniture—though at one point, long ago, this place was maintained with great care. I swipe a gentle finger along the surface of the desk. I wanted a desk of my own for so many years growing up, and my mother had always said no. She didn’t have the money for a desk. We didn’t have room for a desk. The only place we could buy a desk was in St. John’s, and we wouldn’t be able to fit one in the car. Yet one had always existed just above me, unused. 

I turn around and look at the bed, my fingers tracing along the comforter, collecting fibres of dirt and dust and grime. What the hell is this beautiful bed doing up here? How have I never known about it? 

For years I was certain that I knew this house so well that I could describe it to a sketch artist and construct a military-grade blueprint. I feel cheated by the existence of an attic I had always rendered as useless and empty. I pout, almost, as I slide open the top drawer of the desk I would have used as a teenaged writer. A missed opportunity. A cruel tease. I push back the chair and find lying on the seat of it is a women’s woollen fisherman sweater. The attic’s first sign of life. Someone was here, once, writing at this desk. 

Nosiness flares inside of me. I feel a sudden urge to dig through the drawers and figure out who was here, and when. See if this attic was always used a functional bedroom, an office space. I feel a sudden stab of irritation toward my mother, who never claimed to know of this place, despite having purchased this house, years ago, back when it would have been thoroughly inspected. Back when every asset, including a luxury furniture set, would have been pushed to entice the sale. I pull open one of the drawers of the desk, and just as the wood stops moving, I hear a panicked call of my name downstairs. 

It’s Colleen. I roll my eyes and push the desk closed. I move to the entrance and call back down into the house, “What?”

“Hannah, you need to come down here,” Colleen shouts. The fear in her voice registers suddenly, and as quickly as possible I clamber down the ladder, trying my best not to fall over both sets of stairs that wait below me. My foot triggers the mechanism, I suppose, and just as I reach the main hallway again, I watch the stairs as they roll back up and click shut back into place. 

“Hannah,” Colleen calls again, and I hurry back down to the main level. They are both in the kitchen now, but all I can see is Colleen, crammed into the corner between the fridge and the cabinet, hands out in front of her face. 

Another step reveals my mother standing before her, swinging a frying pan haphazardly in Colleen’s direction.

“Mama, no!” I lunge toward my mother instinctively, have to duck as she angrily swings the pan again, this time in my direction. I manage to catch her left wrist in one hand, the edge of the pan in the other, and stop the motion just in time. I turn her toward me and look into her eyes. I pray, silently, that somehow she’ll catch on to the absurdity of the situation and come back to life in understanding, in horror. But she doesn’t—she only snarls at me like an angry cat and shouts again, “Hannah, shut up!”

Her grip is thankfully weak, however, and I manage to take hold of the frying pan. My body relaxes for a moment, long enough to realize she’s been wielding a cast-iron pan. One that is wide and heavy enough to surely kill someone if swung hard enough. 

Colleen joins me and wraps her arms around my mother’s arms in restraint. She, too, has relaxed now and stares at me seriously, intensely, as she holds my mother. I shudder and lay the pan on the counter, pushing it into the sink and out of reach. 

“I’m going to have to hide this,” I tell Colleen. She nods. My mother looks at me still, with the subtle, familiar sense of hatred she used to get in her eyes when we fought. She fights against Colleen’s grasp, her attempts futile, like a dog struggling against the restraint of his harness.

“Adelaide is bad,” she says quietly, the tempo of her anger starting to fall as she tires. She looks at the pan, out of her reach in the sink. In remorse? I frown. Am I hoping for too much?

“No, Mama. You’re just sick.”

“I’m sick,” she says. “Adelaide’s sick.”

“Yes, Mama.”
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Colleen moves with my mother to the sitting room, and for a little while I sit by myself in a chair in the kitchen. I look around at the clutter, at the damn pan my mother just tried to kill me with. The past events run chaotically in my head, over and over. She could have killed Colleen just now. Both of us. It leaves a sick, swirling feeling in the pit of my stomach.

There is no space for my mother in an assisted living centre until Thursday, and I realize in detail for the first time perhaps how bad this situation could become if Colleen and I are not careful. I didn’t know that she was this unruly, this often. I realize what this must be like as a daily battle. It is probably unsafe for Colleen to provoke my mother by disturbing her things, asking her to clean up if she doesn’t want to do so. She probably makes decisions based on safety, not comfort. I rub my temples, trying to soothe the newly formed headache I’ve been nursing since I stepped inside the house. 

I wonder if I am supposed to feel sadder than I do about this situation and my mother’s deterioration. I feel for a moment like a bad daughter, like a selfish person. This situation is exhausting, surely, but it is not worse than the way it was before the illness started. I turn my head and look at my mother watching TV, calm again, and am reminded of the way she was three years ago. She’d be calling to me by now, beckoning me to join her in front of the screen. And I’d scramble around the kitchen, trying to finish everything I had to do before she got angry at me for ignoring her. 

The frying pan stares at me from the sink, the poor thing probably confused. Sorry, I tell it. Sorry someone used you as a weapon against your will. 

I pull a chair against the counter and place the frying pan atop the upper cabinets, out of my mother’s line of sight and reach. That will do for now, I hope, because truthfully I don’t know the best place to store it. Part of me wonders if the pan is an item worth keeping, but after watching it swing through the air with the intention of clubbing me, I decide that I don’t want it for my apartment. I jump down and slide the chair back underneath the table. Upstairs, with the breath of the sea breeze, the attic door bangs again. 

A storm is brewing just off the coast. it’s why I came early, why I want to get the place packed up as quickly as possible. I am unprepared to spend any more nights here than I must. 

But I can already feel the rage in the wind, the heat and the pulse in the air. From the window in the kitchen, the one that overlooks the ocean, I can see a sheet of fog moving inland, creeping up to bury us in a cloud. 

My mother zones silently in and out from her seat on the couch, moving from mindless chatter to herself to silence. She doesn’t seem to notice that Colleen is there in the room beside her, that I am still in the kitchen. 

Or at least now she doesn’t seem to care. Colleen is knitting something, a long strand of bumpy blue cloth growing from her needles. A dishcloth? I wonder if this is normally what their days consist of—fighting and knitting. I wonder, if I make a joke to Colleen about the monotony, would she appreciate it by now?

I glance at my watch. The date teases up at me. Sunday, August 9. Thursday is only four days away. I can make it to Thursday. After all, I once made it to eighteen years, not even having a countdown in place to keep me going. 

The sun is beginning to set across the water. I go to the cupboard to look for something to make for dinner. As expected, I’m greeted with tins of soup and canned meat. I take a can of tomato soup and a box of soda crackers and settle on that, pulling a pot from under the sink. When it’s finished, I hand a bowl to everyone, smear a thick coat of butter on the stale crackers, and power through the food of my infancy. The salty tinge of tomato tastes like a slap in the face. I hate tomato soup with all my heart. 

I tell Colleen that I’m tired from driving, that I’m going to bed early, and I drag myself back up the stairs toward my old bedroom. I get to the door and feel my shoulders slump, instinctually, a conditioned response to the small square of space in front of me. My jail cell. The room I spent every single night of my life in, no exaggeration, for eighteen years minus four two-month summers. Seventeen years, four months. I push open the door, and to my surprise, the room is not as grimy as the rest of the house. The dust is thick and the musty smell has permeated everything, but there are no rotting bananas or piles of garbage strewn around, threatening to trip me. My suitcase lies on its side in the middle of the floor, my only semblance of the normalcy I’ve established back home in St. John’s.

I open the window and feel the sea air on my face. I think that this was my biggest learning curve about finally moving to the city—the air there, the wind, it doesn’t have the same watery bite as on the coast. It gets cold in St. John’s, of course, but not ocean cold. The weather in the city is not as punishing, like it is out here, exposed, unprotected to the elements without the shelter of surrounding buildings.

I take in the view from my bedroom window. I have flipped through magazines, post my college move, and have looked at cottages worth millions of dollars for their view. Maybe this, too, is a million-dollar view, if I invested enough time and money and manpower into the property. Maybe I, too, could have a magazine home, a Travel Channel feature Airbnb. The sky screams orange as the sun sets, an electric contrast against the angry, cerulean sea. The coast is sharp and rough, life limited merely to safe zones scattered about where the wind has not killed the vegetation. It looks like a photograph you’d see hanging in a restaurant. I know it’s objectively beautiful, that I am looking at glory, a marvel of this earth. But I look out and I feel nothing for this view or the sea or the land the house stands on. I feel nothing for the house or the memories that lie here. I much prefer the noise and the care and the stinky pollution of the city.

I sit back on my childhood bed and sink into the groove of the single mattress. Suddenly, I remember the box of junk that I left in my mother’s room before I discovered the attic. I climb out of bed and jet across the hallway to get it before she comes upstairs. She’ll pitch another fit if she sees the box and remembers that I am forcing her to leave, disrupting her safe haven. And I’m certain that I don’t have the patience to deal with another swinging frying pan tonight. 

I pick up the box and leave my mother’s foul bedroom. Back in the hallway, the ominous attic ladder catches my eye. 

I look at it sadly. Maybe tomorrow I’ll go up there again, snoop around some more. Find the pirate treasure, the enchanted rose. Who knows? Maybe I’ll discover a mystery. 

I slip the moving box beneath my bed, change into pyjamas, and crawl under the covers. I lean over the edge of the bed and pull my phone out of my knapsack’s front pocket and unlock the phone screen to check my texts. I open my messaging app and scroll through my texts, pleased to find some greetings waiting in my group chat. My friends chatter amongst themselves, about my trip to nowhere, their semester preparedness, about an upcoming pre-semester assignment for all English grad students.

Brooke: Hannah take some cool pics of your moms house! 

Lennon: Don’t fall off the cliff!

Josie: Or get eaten by a bear.

Brooke: Omggggg Hannah I didn’t even think about bears, pls don’t get eaten

Jason: ^^

Lennon: Anyone have their courses figured out? Anyone in 7100’s morning slot?

Jason: Me

Brooke: Meee

Lennon: Ayyyy gonna be a good time then.

I scroll through my camera roll, looking for something to send them, and realize that I have gone the whole day without taking a single picture. I decide that I want some attention right now, some acknowledgement of my suffering, so I walk to my bedroom window and press the lens of my phone camera to the glass. The image focuses on the horizon, and the grime on the window glass blurs in a bokeh effect like sparkles in the sky. One positive, I guess. I send the photo to the chat and caption it, “window view right now.” 

Two heart-eyed responses to the photo.

Josie sends back a photo from her own window, clearly from which nothing can be seen but the siding of the house next door. 

Josie: Sorry Hannah, but you lose. Suck it

Jason: u live in poverty, Josie

Josie: I am poor! 

I exit out of the group chat. Next in line there’s a message from Matt. I click on it, heart in my throat. 

Hope your drive went smoothly, good luck with packing. 

I want to respond, not sure if I should. I don’t want him to know that the message means anything to me, would rather let him believe I am too busy to respond. I read it over again, wondering if playing hard to get is still a thing. 

Thanks!

I wonder if the exclamation point is too much. Then I decide that I’m being ridiculous, close the messaging app, and roll over to try and think about something else. Then I reopen it to check to see if he’s read it. He has, but there’s no reply. I close my eyes, cursing myself. It was the exclamation point, after all. 

I met Matt at a mixer last year and talked to him for an hour before Josie pulled me into a circle to dance, and I lost track of him for the night. He found me in the hall of the English department the next day and gave me his number. He is handsome, sweet. He is too good to be true, which is why I am so paranoid.

I have dated before, somewhat. Nothing substantial, and I have truthfully never concerned myself with men much before. But Matt is different, and I am determined not to do anything stupid that will throw him off. So far, so good, besides the damn exclamation point. 

I close my messaging app again and glance over my shoulder. I don’t want my mother to see my messages or catch wind of a boy. And then I realize the stupidity of my fear, because I am alone in my bedroom and my mother is unwell and I am a twenty-two-year-old adult who can do what she pleases. She won’t question me on the presence of a guy in my life the way she once would have. She won’t ruin it for me now. 

I slip my phone back into my bag. My body rolls back into the rut in the middle of the mattress, ankles dangling over the edge of a bed I have long outgrown. I close my eyes, try to breathe through my mouth, try to count backwards from a hundred, put myself somewhere else than right here, right now, so I can go to sleep. The bed smells old, like bad memories. The quilt is itchy, too hot, too heavy. It pushes down on top of me, crushing me, holding me hostage in this tiny bed. Ninety-two, ninety-one, ninety.

I throw the quilt off my body, letting it slither onto the floor in a frazzled, dusty slump. I stare at the ceiling, gritting my jaw, clutching onto control with my fingernails, willing myself not to spill into panic right here, right now. Hold on, Hannah. 

Eighty-nine. Eighty-eight. I am safe. Am I safe? Wind whirls against the house, the attic door knocks shut, sucks open. I sit up and tuck my knees tightly against my body. Are the walls closing in? Is the wind contorting the house, bending the roof? Will the dresser in the attic fall through the ceiling and crush me to death?

Somehow, like that, my body curls into a ball on my side, and I manage to fall asleep, head full of the ways I will die before morning.
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My sleep is broken and light, never reaching full-blown Freudian unconsciousness. Every few hours I wake frightened by the song of the wind, the noise of my nightmares. I feared the wind as a little girl but grew to tolerate it, coexist with it, out of necessity. The coast is always windy, a constant roaring whistle in the background. Picnics are unpractical. When I moved to the city, it took me a while to adjust to the feeling of stillness, the scarcity of storms, the shelter of life moving around you. Home, it is hardly windy compared to the coast, and as I move about the city in stillness it is almost like I am missing something. 

My watch buzzes at five thirty as always, shaking me awake. I open my eyes to my childhood bedroom—my common St. John’s nightmare, actualized. I sit up, rub my eyes, and notice the red light spilling in through the window. The house is quiet now, nothing but the sounds of breathing through the thin walls. I can hear somebody snoring, unsure whether it’s Colleen or my mother. I step quietly out of bed and into my slippers, wrapping my bathrobe tight around my body. 

When I packed my suitcase, I wasn’t sure if my mother had a functioning coffee maker, or at least one clean enough for me to use, so I prepared my own tools. I trek downstairs with a miniature kettle of my own and a packet of instant coffee, the way I often show up to the lab at school. The house gets its water from the well, which has oddly never failed us, but I still opt to fill my kettle from the bottles of water my mother stores in bulk in the fridge. I make my coffee as silently as possible, the peace of early morning too precious, not worth the risk of losing. I have always risen early to enjoy a few silent moments of the morning alone. I stir my coffee and grimace slightly at the gritty flavour. It’ll do. I trek back upstairs, plastic slippers clacking softly as I move.

I check my texts first. My friends are buzzing as usual, everyone making their last-minute decisions about courses, buying essentials and non-essentials for school. Brooke sends to the chat a picture of a sparkly pink water bottle, photo captioned, oops. Josie grills her for buying another water bottle. Brooke admits that she’s lost her latest one. Everyone rushes to grill her for her clumsiness. Brooke sends a crying emoji to the chat, followed by a message that says, you guys are the meanest people.

I wish I were home shopping for new water bottles for class. I wish I were the one to go with Brooke to the mall to help her pick out a new one. I wish that I were back home, back on campus, back to my life having fun like before.

I open my laptop and find several emails awaiting my attention. The first on the list is from my graduate supervisor, lacking a subject line, flagged as urgent. A little panic creeps up inside of me as I click on the message—did I forget a meeting? Miss a deadline? And then I roll my eyes as I realize that his urgent note is only a list of “interesting periodicals I should look at when I have a moment.” I should have known that the only urgency he has is that of thwarting his own importance.

My graduate supervisor is a man called Dr. Mark William Edwards and is the precise stereotype of an English literature professor. He is, no lie, a New Yorker magazine caricature—a thick-faced, bifocal-wielding British scholar who wears suspenders and bow ties and genuine twenty-four-karat gold cufflinks. Edwards studies bi- and trilingual writers of the nineteenth century, as he, too, is a “proud bilingual” (a generous claim, considering the status of his spoken French). I had him for a prerequisite undergraduate course titled Great Novels of the 1900s, and he was the only professor I’ve ever had who truly, genuinely hated an essay of mine. I remember standing eagerly in line for my paper, ready for his reaction to my interpretation of Ulysses (expecting at least an appreciation that I had finished Ulysses), to be met with a ruthless C-. The comment scrawled in red pen on the back page said nothing but the word “Shallow.”

Later, in his office, he ate a cucumber sandwich as he went through my essay for “reconsideration.” He picked it apart, brutally, needlessly, word by word. Told me that to go with my first impressions when analyzing a piece of literature is a disgrace to the art. Told me he didn’t like my use of voice in a formal piece of writing. Told me, verbatim, that my metaphors were lazy. He spoke of Ulysses with arrogance, nonsense, scoffed at my lack of expertise, and made me feel like the worst English student who has ever attempted the degree. At the end of the meeting, he wiped his mouth with a filthy handkerchief, fetched his pen from the drawer of his desk, and gave me what he described as a generous C+. I had other classes that term with much better professors who appreciated my work. Two inquired about my intentions for graduate studies. I intended on going to grad school, all right, and in a stupid, hasty act of self-redemption, at the end of last year, I’d sought Dr. Edwards to supervise my master’s research, determined for another opportunity to impress him. Convince him that my writing was not shallow. 

Truthfully, the worst idea of my entire life. Edwards accepted me, because he had to, because no one else had approached him. I felt flattered he’d accepted my request and then foolish for acting so trivially. I know, after spending two months discussing literature in his office, trying to articulate my ideas for research, I have learned that he is nothing more than a pretentious, condescending scatterbrain who knows nearly nothing more about books than anyone else does. An expert, as he claims, who has never written a single thing worth publishing. 

I have yet to impress him and am satisfied with the fact that I never will. To be impressed is to be weakened, softened, to open your mind to something bigger than you. Nothing in his eyes is bigger than he is. He is purposefully unimpressed; the world is too small for his large brain. His book didn’t sell because it is simply too much for the average person (verbatim). I, Hannah Fitzgerald, am too average to ever write anything big enough to expand his mind. I simply must be okay with that. And since beginning my work with him this summer, I have changed my vendetta. I don’t wish any longer to win him over but instead to make him as agitated as humanly possible, to make his life a living, literary hell for the two years we are stuck together. So far, so good. 

I type, Thanks! with a series of joyous emojis. He hates emojis. He thinks that they are, in his words, “reverting our children back to primates; digital cave paintings.” (And yet he’d grunted when I’d told him I’d be out of town for this week. I’m not sure which point in evolution we grunted to communicate, but I digress.)

I click out of the window of his email and back into the list. Ads, mostly, 50% off sales that I certainly cannot afford right now, despite the 50% off. There’s an email from Brooke letting me know about the upcoming mixer next weekend for the new English grad students. I thank her for the reminder and reply that I’ll be there (or square).

More ads, my credit card statement (ouch), and lastly, sheepishly hiding at the bottom between a dozen others, is an unopened email from my father. I click on it hesitantly, not sure if I am really feeling the will right now to deal with both my parents at once. The email loads, nothing but a short line of text. 

Hows UR mom doing now???????

Everything about the email annoys me, from the shorthand “your” to the seven needless question marks. Excessive punctuation has become his personal staple lately, plaguing all contacts. Most things about my father annoy me, regardless of the innocence of his intentions. I contemplate whether or not it is worth answering. Whether or not ignoring makes me a bitch.

I type, She is doing rather fucking miserable, thanks for the concern, and then delete it immediately afterwards. Hey Dad, she’s all right, what I expected. I delete that, too, because she almost clubbed me with a frying pan yesterday, and that is not all right nor expected. My last attempt is, I’m handling it. She’s safe. But those two statements are obvious and not worth the hassle of the contact. I exit out of the window and decide that if he wants to know my mother’s condition he can call, or persist, not just send a one-sentence email at his own personal convenience. 

My dad isn’t much of a trier. He reaches out from time to time, like today—sends a one-liner to my inbox and then checks back out of my life for a month. It’s all right with me, though, because I would rather be free of the headache that is communicating with him.

My dad and mom were never together, and for most of my life, my father was absent from my life. Growing up, I considered him like a groundhog. Sometimes he’d show up at random and decide how the next few months would go for me. Others, he’d just stay buried. 

My parents split when I was a baby, and that’s about as much as I know. My father was a no-good fucking drunk, in the words of my mother, when I asked her at twelve why they never got married. The no-good-drunk concept wasn’t a far-fetched story, to tell you the truth, because he was inconsistent in all aspects. For three years in a row he sent me a birthday card in the mail on time, twice with money, once with a gift card for McDonald’s. I figured he would take me to McDonald’s—that the gift card was like a sort of surprise itinerary for a weekend together. But he never called, never showed up, and the gift card expired. 

Or he would call sometimes and keep me on the phone for hour after gruelling hour, with nothing to talk about but an unwillingness to let me go. And then, every now and again, he would call and ask me to stay the summer with him. I did that four times in my life. The summers didn’t bring us any closer together; they only made me dislike him more, incrementally, with every summer that went by. He is the most awkward man in the entire world. 

I shut my laptop. It is still only quarter after six, and I don’t want to start packing yet and risk waking someone up. I imagine a teacup tumbling from the kitchen cabinet, rousing my mother out of her delicate slumber, the peace of the morning destroyed by her wrath.

My mind starts to wander for something to do. and then I remember the attic. 

Will the sound of my footsteps roaming around up there rouse someone? Will the ladder screech too loud if I try to open it? I stand up from the bed and peer into the hall, move out into the open, and find my mother’s door is still shut. Peaceful breathing comes from two directions. The attic door hangs open, inviting me inside, like a shittier gingerbread house. 

I check both ways up and down the hallway—the coast is clear—and scurry toward the attic. I look up at the ladder, grab onto the bottom, and pull, teeth gritted. I cringe as the metal screams, a slow, loud hum, a horror movie violin. Breathe as the ladder settles, finally, pray that it hasn’t awoken the house. I pause and listen. No one stirs. I fist pump briefly into the air and look excitedly up into the attic above, exposed to me, waiting. Then I make my climb up the stairs again, disappearing into the secret room. 

The morning sun has aligned with the grated window, and warm light fills the space. The room, alive with sunshine, is warm and beautiful. The wind is low, the air thick. The beautiful furniture gleams beneath the dust, the glass knobs of the desk and dresser sparkle. I walk again toward the desk, admiring the craftsmanship of what should have been mine.

I notice, up close, that one of the wardrobe doors is slightly ajar. I moved to it and clasp the knob in my hands. The door swings open with a soft creak, revealing inside a narrow set of drawers and a closet bar where two wire hangers dangle. I pull on one of the drawer handles, and at first it fights against my grip, the old wood probably swollen with dust and heat. I wiggle the handle slightly, and finally the drawer slides open, revealing its contents. 

What’s inside confuses me. Contradictory to the women’s sweater that still sits on the desk chair, inside the drawer is a man’s buttoned shirt. I pull it from the drawer and give it a quick shake. Dust flitters from the coat and sparkles in the sunlight like a snowstorm, makes me cough. The flannel is still soft, still smells slightly of cologne. I touch the fabric gently, partly nervous of some insect family hiding out inside one of the sleeves, and drop it back into its place in the drawer. Beside the shirt is a small pair of travel binoculars. They look old, outdated. I take them out. The side of one of the lenses is initialled in Sharpie, “KM.”

The next drawer, however, has only a single pink baseball cap, and the third has a map of the south coast, hiking trails highlighted in sections in faded purple marker. The rest of the drawers are empty, except for the bottom, which to my dismay (and audible fright) holds the mummified corpse of a dead shrew. I slam that one shut, maybe a little too loudly. 

I can’t fully appreciate the whole of what I’m seeing. A bedroom full of male and female clothing. The room is surely not big enough for two people, so I rule out a couple. Travellers? Could this house have been a bed and breakfast before we moved here? That seems most likely. Maybe the guy who restored the house had rented it during his absences. 

Tempted to know what else I missed out on in childhood, I can’t help but test the mattress. I sit on the bed, sinking slightly into the soft mattress. As my legs relax against the side of the bed, I feel something touch my calf from beneath. I pull up on the comforter and find that under the bed, hidden just out of view, is a tickle trunk. My curiosity spikes again, and I grab onto the trunk’s rope handle, pulling the mighty thing out from beneath the bed. 

The trunk is as long as the double bed is wide, about a foot and a half deep. It feels sturdy but light, the body made of thin aluminum. The trunk is tacky-looking; the vine-like decals that encircle it are tarnished and out of style. It is not heavy—suggesting that not a lot is stored inside. But it is bulky and awkward, and I struggle to move it. There is a padlock on the front of the chest, though I don’t know if it is genuine or decorative. I pull gently on its tiny hook, and to my surprise, the lock loosens and falls away from the trunk. Definitely decorative. I tuck my fingers beneath the lid and lift it open.

At first I can’t tell what I’m looking at. It seems to be something homemade, a patchwork quilt, maybe, from the odd, mismatched colours and the fuzzy texture of the fabric. The box must be airtight, because the cloth is not as dusty as the rest of the objects in the attic. Whatever this is, it is still clean, soft to the touch. I pull it out of the trunk and lay it on the bed beside me. 

My attention is diverted back to the bottom of the box. There’s a book there. I pick it up and inspect it, top to bottom. It is a small, black, hardcover journal secured shut with a rubber band wrapped tightly around the belly. I take it out of the trunk and slide my fingers beneath the band. The rubber, dried from years of storage, breaks almost instantly. 

I can’t help myself, and I open the cover. The front page is titled “a great stay!” A small blurb in motley penmanship is scribbled beneath the title. The bottom is signed by someone named D. Hallahan and dated May 16, 1998.

May 16, 1998. I would have been just over two years old. In 1998, I was already living in this house. 

It can’t be.

The next page is the same thing. A bland, cliché title about a good visit, and then a review of the hospitality. Someone named Ryan George. His words: “Adelaide is a superb hostess.”

Adelaide. My mother has never mentioned, not once, that we had boarders when I was small. I lean back slightly on my spot on the bed, trying to conceive some reasonable explanation as to why my mother would lie—by omission—about her seemingly successful bed and breakfast business. I flip through the entries and try my best to make sense of them. There are about fifteen in total, all of them positive. Sherry Reynolds says, “a riot!” Philip Karson says, “dreamlike views and charming service.” 

My mother ran a bed and breakfast in 1998? And hid it from me? It doesn’t make any sense. There must be a mistake. Am I wrong about the dates we moved in? Am I missing something?

My thumb travels into my mouth, and as my teeth meet nail, I spit out the dust. Unthinkingly, I wipe my dirty hand in the nearest surface—the cloth blanket from the trunk. I look back down at it and realize that the item is not a blanket at all but a coat. I unfold the coat and lay it flat on the bed. 

Faded red in colour, primarily, with patches of blue, yellow, and purple. Six round black buttons dotted down the front, done up to the top. A bell of familiarity chimes somewhere in the back of my head. I can’t place it—a memory. The coat—its colours and textures and hideous beauty I’ve seen somewhere before. I stroke the fabric gently, combing through my memory bank, trying to find something that will bring the recollection to mind. Nothing. I pick the coat up by the shoulders and hold it up in the light. Uniquely beautiful, Dolly Parton–esque. A part of me longs to unbutton it, slip it over my shoulders, and twirl. I feel like a child playing dress-up, entranced by the mystery of this trunk, this room, this secret. I undo the buttons one by one.

The flaps of the coat reveal its satin inside—a smooth, beige fabric that is darkened—covered in blood. 

The coat slips through my fingers and falls to the floor. It lies on the dusty ground, the blood its only noticeable feature now, something directly out of a horror movie. My heart pounds, my body seized with fright. I wasn’t serious when I mused about finding a body up here. I don’t want to find a body. Not even a little bit. 

I realize I am trembling when I notice the guest book vibrating on the mattress beside me. My heart is racing, thoughts blurring with a million questions. It could be nothing. Maybe just a nosebleed stain that never got dry cleaned. Maybe the coat delivered a baby, swaddled a gooey newborn and acquired the stain through that. Maybe it was used as a mop during a kitchen accident, with the intentions of being washed later. A Halloween costume. A wine stain. Rust from the trunk. Maybe it’s nothing at all. 

But I know better than that. There is a sizable difference between a nosebleed stain and the amount of blood that is on this coat. My stomach churns as I try to conceive an alternative option, something as realistic, as probable, as death.

Suddenly, the guest book falls to the floor with the coat. It lands on its spine, opens, and lays flat. I reach down to grab it and notice that an envelope has broken loose from the back cover, where is has been stored. The envelope is addressed to my mother. “Adelaide Fitzgerald” is scrawled across the top in blue pen. I hold my breath and pull back the flap. The inside contains a thick wad of cash, old twenties, flattened together from years of pressure. 

I am unsure what to do. What is moral? Do I ask my ailing mother what the fuck is up with the hidden attic and the trunk full of suspicious objects, some of which I vaguely remember? Do I tell anyone about the bloody coat? Is it even my place to say something? Is it even blood?

The quiet of the attic is suddenly broken, however, by a shrill shriek downstairs. Once again, the book falls out of my hands and onto the floor of the attic. I hurriedly shove the coat back into the trunk and stash the guest book into the pocket of my bathrobe. I look around and try desperately to cover my tracks, to ensure that I’ve left the attic, minus the guest book, in the order that I found it.

I scurry down the attic stairs and find that my mother has left her room. Her door is open, the bedclothes in disarray like everything else in the house.

Downstairs, into the hallway, and I find her in the kitchen. The first thing I see is the rat that lies dead at her feet, a shallow puddle of blood spreading beneath its body. In her hands, weaponized, is the now-empty pot I used to cook tomato soup last night. The remnants of the soup have splattered along the cupboards, along the floor, with the swinging of the pot. She pounds the animal once more with her mallet and says, furiously, “Shut up, mouse.”
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Colleen and I clean up the mess together once we have calmed my mother down enough to leave her on the sofa unrestrained. I am wordless as we clean, because I am afraid. Colleen tells me, in a way I assume is intended to be reassuring, that a lot of the patients she’s had over the years have had issues with aggression. I appreciate the thought, the attempt to make me feel better, but it doesn’t do me any good. I have just found a secret attic where my mother once ran a bed and breakfast. I have just found a hidden bloody coat in that secret attic—and watched, immediately afterwards, her bludgeon a rat to death in our kitchen.

Colleen suggests that I go back to packing. She offers to keep my mother entertained for a while so that I can have a few moments to cool off. I agree, mostly because I feel like I need some time alone right now to process. 

I close myself in my bedroom and lean back against the door. I inhale and attempt to steady my breathing. Start counting. An empty cardboard box glares at me from the middle of my bedroom floor, and so I assume that it is best I start here. My stuff is my stuff. The rest of the house can burn. 

Most everything here of value to me I took when I went to college. There remains in my room a small collection of keepsakes, or more specifically my mother’s keepsakes. There are the dolls—the ugly, Chucky-like porcelain collectibles she would order for me each year on my birthday and stack them on the shelves over my bed, where they would glower down at me in the night. I hated them, but my mother would never let me put them in my closet or otherwise out of sight. I throw the dolls into the cardboard box on the floor, one by one, haphazardly, not caring what happens to them. One of them smashes, and I imagine the porcelain crumbs of the painted face rolling around in the bottom of the box with satisfaction. I don’t even care enough to check and see the damage. 

Books from middle school. I think that I read every R. L. Stine book ever published. I take a handful off the shelf and dump them in the box, unconcerned of their potential worth, their keepsake value. I feel like I am living inside of a Goosebumps story waiting to unfold. I close my eyes, and all I can see is my mother wielding a pan. A pot. I close my eyes and I see her fury, someone on the ground bleeding into their patchwork coat as she hits them from above. 

And then I feel guilt, an immense surge of guilt. I slump to the floor of my closet and rub the sore muscles of my neck. It isn’t fair of me to think these terrible things of my mother, is it? She has dementia. She is unwell. She cannot help the way she is acting out toward other people, because she is ill. Deteriorating. Losing her marbles, if you will. 

But this anger let loose in her—it would be a lie to say that I’ve never seen her angry like this before. This cold, intense way is not just a by-product of the dementia. A memory hits me for a moment. I picture my sweet little Bobo with his silky black tail, his four white paws. My heart squeezes, and goosebumps run up my arms. Surely she wasn’t ill when she did what she did to Bobo. 

From across the room, my laptop chimes with a new email. It is another from my father. Wonderful. My eyes roll as I open it, certainly not patient enough to tolerate his antics, not in the middle of a crisis, especially. Another one-liner, more hasty than the last. He’s getting impatient, as if he has a right to be. 

Hey Hannah did u get my last message how is ur mother doing and r u ok out there????

This time, merely to make him go away, I type, She’s doing poorly. I am okay. I send it with a swoosh and imagine flicking him away with a fly swatter. 

As a child, I often ached for a father. TV portrayed dads as built-in friends. And in isolation, I didn’t have any friends. I didn’t even have a whole family. Sometimes, my mother would drive me into Loostab and drop me off at the playground while she did her shopping. I didn’t know how to play, how to join into the games that the other children had already started. I didn’t know how to play grounders, soccer-baseball. So I would sit on the swing and watch them from afar and imagine that I was the one in the middle, pitching the ball. I remember wishing that I had a dad to explain to me how to play, who would practise kicking with me on our lawn. I remember crying silently on the way home from the store, because I had missed out on my chance to make friends.

In contrast to my fantasy father, the summers I would stay with my real father were long and tiresome. He lived in a little airport town three hours from St. John’s and worked as an aircraft mechanic at the military base. He took his holidays in the summer, the whole four weeks of July, during which he would drive to my mother’s house and pick me up and take me to his own town, and I would fester like cheese in the summer sun. 

The first week or so would be fun—he would have a prepared itinerary of things to do, and we would spend the week exploring the town of Gander, of Gambo, of surrounding sights. I remember the first summer the most fondly—it was the first time I had ever been off the south coast, the first time I had ever experienced life in a town bigger than Loostab. We went swimming in the pond, my first time swimming ever, and I built sandcastles with a boy my age. I consider him my very first friend. I remember leaving the pond with a heart swollen with joy. On the drive home, I rehearsed the way I would ask my father to stay here with him forever.

The week after the first, however, was less fun. My father became complacent with swimming in ponds, with driving in circles around the town. We started to stay home in the afternoons, and I would play in the garden out back, alone again. Once the novelty faded, the boredom returned. I was alone again. Confined again. I would walk to the playground in the evening but found it even harder to join into the fun than in Loostab. The children in Gander were older and knew each other well already. I didn’t fit into their circle. I began to fall behind.

So I started to stay in, revert back to the habits of my mother’s house. I would sit by the window in my father’s living room, looking out at the street, stomach roiling with anxiety. Missing out on the opportunities of friends and fun. But I still felt bound to the house, to the solitude. Lunch at McDonald’s became overwhelming. I would stand with my face against the glass of the play place, aching to go inside and join the boisterous climbing of the other children—but too overwhelmed by the speed at which they moved around me, the roughness of their play. And so I would sit in our booth, a handful of french fries in my fist, and spend the hour trying not to cry. My father didn’t know how to help me, so naturally, to his nature, he said nothing at all.

He’d go back to work at the end of July, and that was when our fun would dissolve entirely. I would stay home all day by myself, linger around the window, watching the children on bikes fly around the street. Once, only once did I try and join them. I climbed on the bike that my father had bought for me and immediately fell off it, crashing hard onto the ground. The other children laughed at me. Taunted me for my inability to ride a bike. I returned to my father’s house and cried all afternoon and decided that I wanted to go back home to my mother’s, where I would never have to see any other children ever again. 

The next summers were easier, though still far from perfect. I got used to the social anxiety as I got older and learned how to manage the symptoms to a dull roar. I would walk to the park on my own and swing and watch the others from afar. Sometimes the girls would migrate toward me and join me on the swing set, and we would talk about music, TV shows, and movies. I got better at avoiding the situations that made me uncomfortable, at forgiving myself for missed opportunities, failed ventures at fun. I refused trips to McDonald’s with my dad and asked instead if he’d take me to Wendy’s. I spent all of my allowance on books and read them sitting on a blanket on the front lawn. Eventually, I attracted other kids—the kids on bikes who had once made fun of me asked if they could sit and read comics, too. I hosted picnic lunches and told them stories of my life on the coast, some true, some lies. I told them of roaming bears and nosy moose, and they hung on to every word. And at the end of the summer I would be so exhausted from my own tales that I looked forward to going home with the anticipation of recharging my stock of stories. 

Despite living in his home, my dad remains a limp background character in my memories. We didn’t talk much, only in passing. He remains in the back of my mind, my memories, as either a driver or a cook or a silhouette in my bedroom door mumbling a brief “good night.” We didn’t bond in those summers, because he had about the same capacity for love and affection as my bedroom wall. I merely liked the summers in Gander because they were a chance—my only chance—to be social. Sometimes I still yearn for that comic-book blanket, the twist of excitement of watching someone approach.

My father doesn’t know of my childhood. Not the details of my isolation. I don’t think he ever knew the extent of my mother’s problem, the boil-over of her agoraphobia onto me. He talked to me during those summers about school like it was a place, as if he didn’t know that my school was merely my bedroom and the kitchen table. He didn’t know much about me, to be honest, because he didn’t know how to ask. 

I work hard not to resent him for his inadequacies as a father. He tries his measly best, most of the time. Of what I know about him, like my mother, he is not surrounded by a loving family of his own—he speaks only of a mother who died, I think, in my early childhood. He must be an only child of a single mother. That seems to be the theme of my family—small groups. Nobody left to come around. 

His phone calls were inconsistent, and after the second summer I spent with him, he didn’t call the summer after. I remember the rejection, betrayal that I felt when June passed by without the invite, and I spent at least a week shuffling through all my past actions, all our conversations, trying to pinpoint the precise moment I had ruined it all. I spent the summer upset and alone, and the next the same way. 

My father oscillates in my memory as a reality and an illusion. I remember distinctly forgetting his face, contemplating the reality of my memories of him. I remember wondering why I was so alone all of the time when it seemed like the whole rest of the world moved about in groups. I wondered what I’d done so wrong to always be alone. I wondered why my parents were the way they were, why it required them so much effort to love me.

I remember being a small girl and sitting on the bank of grass above the cliff, watching the neon shirts of the hikers move on the trail across the bay, pleading with them in my head to reverse their direction and come visit me, talk to me, tell me about their lives and adventures and what it was like beyond this godforsaken coast. I wanted one of them to pack me into their backpack and carry me along with them to someplace new. Take me away from here, from my mother, from the ghost of my father. Jump into the ocean and let the current drag me to safety. 

My email pings, breaking my train of thought. Sent! 

I close my eyes. I want to go home and get out of this smelly, dirty house. I don’t know if I can make it until Thursday.







six

The house is quiet for the rest of the morning. The only sounds are the buzz of the TV and the soft puttering of Colleen’s footsteps downstairs. She is truthful in her words: my mother is distracted for several hours, content before the television, eating platefuls of peanut butter crackers. I manage to fill three boxes worth of items, things I can justify keeping, at least for the rest of the time my mother is alive. Despite her rapid deterioration, I find it very odd to think of her pending death. Maybe it is too painful to deal with. Maybe I simply cannot imagine a life where the constant presence of Adelaide Fitzgerald is gone. 

The burden of the house’s condition begins to weigh on me the further I get into packing. The house is truly old, worn, and dirty. The foundation was old when my mother bought it. Yes, it had been newly renovated, but the shelf life for houses that brace the wrath of exposure is much shorter than a place in town. In winters (and since the renovation, this house has seen twenty-two), snow drifts at times to the height of the roof, submersing the house in dry cold, and then come spring, in moisture. The wind rattles constantly, loosening the siding, the tiles on the roof. The foundation is berated with metres of rain every year. Layers of ice on the windows rot them away. 

After she finally accepted her diagnosis, I tried to talk to my mother about the house, what we would do with it when the time came she couldn’t stay. Her response was that she planned on dying in the house, for me not to worry about a nursing home or move her in with me (which I wouldn’t, believe me). And then she said, “The house belongs to you, Hannah. I hope you plan to keep it in the family.”

Her unexpected demand complicated matters, as I realized that “keeping it in the family” would require a tremendous amount of work. Even in the days before her hoarding started, the nature of the house’s dated interior was a constant reminder of the length of time since any major changes had been made. The small damages implied a bigger renovation; the dark figure of repairs awaiting fixing loom in the background. I asked my mother if she remembered any of the work that she had done to the house since we moved in. She thought about it, hesitated, and then said yes. Apparently, once, men came and replaced the hot water tank that had leaked—but no one had done anything about the basement flooring. That was fifteen years ago. Another time, in a job that I remember, she had two of the wooden windows replaced. But the chipped paint around their peripheries tells me now that they need to be replaced again, and as soon as possible. 

The house’s age is obvious everywhere you look. I am tempted to rip at the wallpaper in the hallway to check for mould, pull up some strips of linoleum tile in the kitchen to check what’s underneath, but I have not yet been brave enough. I’d rather know the house is to be condemned after I have finished sleeping in it for good. I am more comfortable falling asleep in a house that could structurally still be fine than I am in a house that I know is a shoo-in to give me mesothelioma. 

My mind wanders back and forth to the guest book and the coat, over and over again in oscillations. Every time I enter the hallway, I see the attic entrance and my chest squeezes tight, and I fight with the urge to return up there, scour the place from top to bottom, see what I can find hiding in the creases. But half of me, the reasonable part of me, doesn’t want to know what I will find if I do that. I am as afraid as I am desperate to know what else is up there. 

I get everything from my room packed, three little boxes of nothing. I attempt to continue packing my mother’s room, but the smell and the grime are just too bad to stay there. I leave, five minutes after entering, holding back the urge to retch. I wonder how much it would cost to pay someone to come clean the house for me, to have it taken care of by professionals with pressure washers and haz-mat suits. Sometimes I feel that the property’s value is not worth the hassle, that any benefit it will provide to sell this place will be outweighed by the stress and the burdens. Sometimes I feel it would be better just to donate the land to the trail association, let them convert the house into a lodge or something. And then I think of my student debt and am reminded of how much these ocean-view properties go for in the magazines.

I am about to get up and start my mother’s room again when there is a noise at my bedroom door. I look up to find Colleen, who is wearing a magenta windbreaker, looking prepared to go outside. She says, “Your mom fell asleep. I’m going to go for a walk. I need a break, I think.” She chuckles lightly, though we both know she’s serious. 

I nod my head. I look at Colleen, studying her briefly. She is in her thirties, a girl of average height, build, appearance. Brown eyes and brown hair that she wears in a bun on the back of her head all the time, the full length of her locks a fine mystery. She has short, bitten fingernails and teeth stained from tobacco. I wonder what makes a person want to do this for a living—taking care of aggressive seniors (and the middle-aged). I ask her, “Colleen?”

“Yeah?”

“How do you wake up and do this full-time?”

“What?” 

“Take care of people. I mean, it isn’t even your own mother.”

Colleen looks at me funny, as if I’ve said something rude. I wonder if I have. I re-evaluate my words and try and correct them. “I mean, I’ve been here less than twenty-four hours and I’m already exhausted.”

Colleen shrugs her shoulders. “I don’t know, I’ve just always liked helping people.”

I click my teeth together. “Even when they don’t deserve it?” I pantomime my mother with the pans beating the rat to death. I expect Colleen to laugh, but she doesn’t.

“Yeah, I guess so. I just try to keep in mind that they can’t help what they’re doing.”

I nod. I feel like an even worse person than before. I regret everything I’ve said to her and quite literally wish I could stuff my dirty sock–covered foot in my mouth.

“I guess so. I’m not processing this well,” I say. It’s a half-truth. It’s just that what I’m having trouble processing is not my mother’s illness. 

“One day you’ll be able to make peace with it all,” Colleen promises. “Maybe not any time soon, but some day.”

“I hope,” I say. A full truth this time. 

Colleen leaves then, and I remain sitting on my bed until I hear the front door shut downstairs behind her. Once she’s gone, and I identify the sound of my mother’s sleepy breathing downstairs, I pull the guest book out of my bathrobe pocket and set it on my bed. Then I dress, wash my face with a makeup wipe, and brush out my tangly hair. I weave it into two French braids and tie them securely at the base of my neck. A trick I learned from Brooke for bad moments—just because you feel like your life is falling apart doesn’t mean you can’t still pull yourself together. 

I sit down and start to flip through the guest book. I calculate, from the text, the average lengths of stays of the people who wrote my mother, trying to pinpoint any usable data I can find from the available information. I thumb through each of the blank pages and search for anything valuable. Near the back of the book I find some pencil scribbles, numbers, calculations. And then an idea hits me. 

The filing cabinet downstairs. 

My mother wrote remotely for most of her life, and she never, ever did anything electronically. She wrote several books that did fairly well, a cheesy saga of novels based around a Bonnie and Clyde–ish duo. She wrote of the wild adventures they had whilst running from the law. None of her titles were #1 bestsellers, but they brought us in a stable income and generated enough buzz to get her more book deals after the first. Her paycheques showed up once a month at our PO box in the post office, even long after automatic deposit became a thing. She cashed every cheque she ever received in the Loostab grocery mart ATM. She kept every receipt in a filing cabinet in the basement, one secured archaically under lock and key because she truly believed that a filing cabinet was safer than a bank. And she wore the filing cabinet key, among all her other keys, on a lanyard around her neck with her Life Alert. 

I listen to the sound of her breathing. She’s sleeping, deeply, but deeply enough to get her set of keys? I can’t just wait and ask her for it—I am afraid even by the idea. Even in the best of my mother’s health, asking for her keys was like committing the most serious offence one could. It was like asking for her diary or asking to rummage through her underwear drawer. 

A thought suddenly hits me. Despite her paranoia, her fear of banks, her problems with anger—if she had nothing to hide, why would she hoard her keys around her neck with the protectiveness of a fortress?

Before I can contemplate any longer, I’m already standing up and have begun my descent down the stairs. My steps are soft, light, gentle. I creep through the hallway and slip into the sitting room. She is sleeping indeed, curled up in a tight ball on the sofa. The lanyard is tucked between her arm and neck, almost impossible to take off without stirring her. My chest deflates. I am going to have to be craftier, swifter in my methods. I try and construct an inventory of my options. Is it ethical to convince her I need the keys for some important reason? Definitely not. I can’t imagine living with myself after manipulating my mother in a state of dementia for the sake of getting what I want. My other options include accepting the risk of a physical altercation and fighting her for it. Or I can wait until she takes it off. But who knows how long it will be until then?

I sigh, ready to give up. I turn around and knock clumsily into the piano. A pile of clutter tumbles off the surface and crashes to the floor, loudly. My mother stirs, eyes popping awake for a brief moment, but then she falls back into sleep. 

One of the items that falls is a framed photo of my mother, twenty-something years younger, standing proudly on the side of the coast. It is a beautiful photograph; that is inarguable. Mama beaming at the camera in a flowing white dress. I pick up the frame. I notice for the first time on the back a signature in the corner, inked in white pen on the black cardboard base of the frame. It says distinctly “P Karson.” I know of a P Karson—Philip Karson is one of the names in my mother’s guest book.

Facebook offers me about 100 philip karsons worldwide but only one page entitled Philip Karson Photography. Philip Karson appears to be primarily a wedding photographer, with a single folder on his page devoted to landscapes. This must be my guy. I open a chat box under the contact information and type my message. 

Hi Philip, my name is Hannah Fitzgerald. I live on the South Coast of Newfoundland. I believe you stayed at my mother’s house back when it was a bed and breakfast, and you took this photo during your stay. My mother is currently ailing and I am trying to piece together some of the things she did in her early life, as she is unable to tell me herself. If you have any memories from the stay, it would be wonderful to hear them.

I send the message with fingers crossed and hope it will bring good luck. Maybe he knows something, anything about then. About my mother, about the B&B, or at least something that will tell me the story of the coat in the attic.

There is a noise behind me as soon as the swoosh of the message runs across the screen. I turn in surprise to see my mother standing behind me, brooding. There is a familiar look in her eyes that I’ve seen so many times before—a look that I didn’t expect to see today, especially. I remember this feeling from childhood and reel back in my seat. 

It is the look of questioning etched on her face. Of comments. Of eventual criticism and, finally, of fury. It is the look that precedes anger; calm for now, but inevitably dangerous. My pulse speeds up a little, my brain tittering around in itself, looking for something to say to her to appease the coming storm. She looks at me with those eyes in the doorway, questioning. As if she is fine, as if we are normal, as if I am sixteen again, preparing my proposal for her to let me go to college. I can feel the dread as her words wrap around my neck. But you want to be a writer, don’t you? Surely you don’t need to go to college to be a writer. You can stay here and be a writer. 

She says nothing here now, not even her own name. She just stands and stares at me.

“Hi Mama, are you okay?”

“Hannah,” she says softly. My eyes can’t help but fall to the keys she wears around her neck. They have fallen beneath her shirt, a bulge hanging in the centre of her stomach. “Hannah, where are you going?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I tell her. Her eyes are scanning around my room. The empty shelves. “I’m just putting away my special things so that they don’t get broken, okay?” My eyes dart down toward the box of dolls. I plead to some force that the one I smashed is hidden from her view. Thankfully, the doll box is covered by another that holds clothing. Her eyes follow mine and she stares at the box, and then knowingly at the shelf above my bed that stands empty for the first time in my life. I turn and find her looking around the room. I glance down at my laptop and notice the black book on the desk, and my heart rate increases at the thought of her noticing it, too. As quickly and as calmly as I can manage, I clap shut my laptop and lay it atop the book, sliding my pencil case against the computer. “See? I’m cleaning up.”

“Adelaide,” she says. “Adelaide needs to clean up.”

“Yes you do,” I tell her. “Yes, you definitely do.”

My mother turns around, surveying the hallway. I wonder briefly if she notices the half-open attic door. She takes a step, and I realize that I should probably follow her, in case she stumbles upon any new ideas for weapons in her path. I take the guest book first, however, and slide it quietly into my backpack, into the secret pocket where I store my iPad. I meet my mother in the hallway, take her arm, and lead us both downstairs, eyeing the strap of her lanyard hanging around her neck. I wonder how she’d react if I just grabbed it from her. Would she even notice? Could I persuade her that my intentions are harmless?

“I have to get some work done, Mama,” I tell her. My mother blinks, making it unclear whether she’s heard me or not. “Maybe you can watch TV while I do it. I’m going to put some things in the kitchen in boxes so we can move them someplace safe.”

I sit her on the couch again and change the channel to the game show network, her favourite channel pre-dementia. A coil of sadness buds in my chest as the logo flashes on the screen. I remember us watching Wheel of Fortune after dinner every night, taking turns excitedly guessing the phrases. My mother always solved the puzzles long before the contestants on the screen did.

She starts watching and settles effectively into a trance. I decide that I’d like to get any remaining weapons out of the house, so I move to the kitchen to pack. 

I eat a banana and climb onto a chair to get to the dishes in the upper cabinets. One by one I pull mugs from their hiding places as quietly as possible. My mother once drank three cups of coffee a day; now, that habit has vanished. Her collection of mugs has not been touched in what seems like months—dust coats their upturned bottoms in thick carpets, and their rims leave clean circles in the cabinet floor. I notice that several of the mugs are broken, stashed clumsily out of view, as if she’s broken them and then stuffed them back up there to avoid having to throw them away. My favourite mug, a hand-pottered piece of ceramic with the print of a whale on the front, is remarkably still in good condition. I leave it to the side. I’ll take it home with me when I leave. 

I get to the second shelf and pull open the doors to the crystal glassware, wrapping each of the glasses in sheets of paper towel as I go. The glasses shimmer in the sunlight. I remember being forbidden to so much as open the crystal cupboard, in fear that my clumsy hands would knock into my mother’s beloved glasses and set off a domino chain reaction, breaking all of them in one swing. Once, when she left the house for a walk, I climbed up on a chair and took one down, just to feel the weight of the sparkly crystal in my fingers for myself. I filled it with water and had a drink. I remember feeling cheeky. Pleased and devious. 

I reach down to place the final crystal glass in the box and glance once toward the sitting room. My body runs cold. My mother is not in the living room anymore. She has now abandoned her game of Jeopardy. She stands instead in the kitchen behind me, watching intently as I pack away her crystal. She has the same skeptical eyes as she had when I was little. It puts me on edge, the serious look on her face. I start scrambling for excuses as to why I’m in the crystal cupboard, and it takes me a moment of silence to realize that I don’t owe her any explanation. I clench my jaw shut, say nothing, and hold her stare.

It dawns on me how silently she’s moved, how easily she could have just struck me on the head. The thought makes my heart sink with fear. I wish I could just ask her what she wants from me, why she’s left her game shows to stand in the kitchen, watching. 

“What are you doing, Mama?” I try, as if she can possibly answer me coherently.

She doesn’t say anything. Instead, she looks down at the box, at the drink wares I’ve been packing away, and then, incredulously, she turns away and walks back into the sitting room, on her own. She says nothing, asks nothing, requires nothing else of my attention. I watch as she sits back down on the sofa, mechanically, like a robot powering down for the day. It unsettles me, the absence of human in her. She feels so far away. 

I notice the tension in my shoulders when I return to packing. I cannot stop glancing behind my shoulder to ensure that she hasn’t joined me in the kitchen again. Guilt almost chokes me for being so distrustful of her, but logic chirps that for as long as I am alone, I am not safe here. My brain ricochets between fear and remorse. I feel like a Ping-Pong ball bouncing back and forth between the two emotions. I finally decide that I do not feel safe in the kitchen, where she is not in full sight, and so I decide to tape up the two boxes I have packed and move on to something else. There isn’t a whole lot else worth salvaging in the kitchen, anyway. I’ll be throwing away most of the stained cutlery, the melted plastic utensils, the damn cast-iron frying pan. 

The kitchen has two exits, one that leads to the sitting room, one that leads to the hallway. I glance once more toward the sitting room before I head into the hallway and toward the bathroom, and notice in horror that my mother is not sitting there, that she has disappeared again. I dash into the hall, taking the corner sharply, and almost crash into her. She stares at me, open-mouthed, as I attempt to calm myself down from the panic. 

“Mom, I need you to stay in the sitting room, where I know you’re safe,” I tell her. I’m aware of my tone, how impatient I sound. I don’t mean to be, but this game of cat and mouse cannot continue.

She looks into my eyes and says, pointedly, “Mama.”

A chill runs through me. A glimpse of her, my healthy mother. She has returned, just for a moment, just long enough to deliver one singular, cold message. An order. A cold reminder. I am Mama to you, little girl. 

I close my eyes, as if it will make the situation go away. I don’t know for a moment what version of my mother I’d rather right now. Which version of her I like more, or which version I fear less. I wish, ultimately, that I liked either one of them. 

“Yes, Mama.” And my voice sounds weak, childlike, has regressed back to the time when I followed all orders. A surge of resentment rinses through me as I look at her. I’ve allowed her, again, to make me feel small and powerless. I take her by the arm, maybe a little too tightly, and pull her to the sitting room, dropping her on the couch. I look at my watch. Where is Colleen? She’s been gone now over an hour. I worry, briefly, that maybe on her walk she got too close to the cliff, a constant danger for anyone new to the terrain. Tourists die on Newfoundland cliffs each year—they get too close to the corroded edge for a photo, a better look at the view, and the sediment crumbles mercilessly beneath their weight and they are dropped over the edge and consumed by the sea. 

It is a terrifying way to go, I’m sure. I learned early of the dangers, have watched in my life many rockslides and erosions. I once watched from the safety of my side of the bay a hiker step just a smudge too close to the edge and then tumble backwards in terror as the ground began to break away beneath him. I remember the panicked thrashing of his limbs as he scampered back toward the trail to safety. He was lucky. Luckier than he could ever imagine.

Colleen has been here for a while, though, right? She wouldn’t be so careless as to get close to the edge. I sit my mother on the couch and then return quickly to the kitchen window, scanning the grounds from the view. I don’t see her. I close my eyes and exhale through my nose. Don’t jump to conclusions. Surely she hasn’t died and left me here alone with my mother. Surely she hasn’t died, I correct. 

I watch my mother on the couch and then decide I’m going to need to get a better look. My bedroom overlooks the same view but is higher up, giving me a wider vantage point. 

“Stay here,” I tell my mother and dart quickly up the stairs and into my bedroom. I move to the window, plagued with images of Colleen stranded on a rock too far for me to reach, of her body floating magenta in the sea. I survey desperately the empty landscape, Colleen nowhere in sight. 

But on the footpath just hidden from plain sight, I finally catch a glimpse of Colleen’s purplish raincoat. She is sitting on a rock on the path, smoking a cigarette. I relax for a moment, then flare with irritation. She should be back by now, should be here with me to help. I wonder if it would be totally rude to yell out the window and demand she return, threaten to fire her for abandoning her duties. 

I’m being ridiculous. My mother has been at her calmest, just the two of us. I shouldn’t be acting this way. I shouldn’t have so much contempt for being around her.

I open the window, letting the breeze blow into my room. It rustles a sheet of paper off my dresser and onto the floor. I pick up the paper and recognize my own handwriting, a scribble of notes on Chekov—notes that should still be in my notebook.

The arrangement of the things on my dresser is different. Someone has been in here and moved my pencil case, my laptop. My notebook has been opened and flipped through roughly, left splayed wide and folded over on the side opposite side I left it. My mother has been in here. My mother was in my room, rifling through my things, while I was packing the kitchen. It’s where she was before I bumped into her in the hallway. It must be. When else? Who else?

My gut lurches, and I dive for my backpack. It’s been unzipped and the pockets inside have been opened. My supply of pens in the bottom has been shuffled around. I slip my fingers into the hidden pocket, feel the bump of the guest book’s spine, and relax slightly. She didn’t find it. But why was she looking for it at all? How do I know it was the thing she was looking for?

I sit on the edge of my bed. No, she doesn’t have the cognitive capacity to look pointedly for something. Especially not something complicated. Not something that is linked to a secret she’s kept hidden for years. Does she even remember her secrets from the past? Are they even still real in her head?

I decide that I’m thinking way too hard. I’ve read far too many crime thrillers over the past few months, and I am transferring the contents of those into my own reality. My mother was merely digging around because she has become a hoarder, and she probably just wanted more stuff to pile on her TV stand and cram into the drawers of her bedroom. 

But—she didn’t take anything. And she was going through my notebook. There’s nothing to take from my notebook. 

Can she even still read?

I don’t realize my heart is pounding until my watch beeps to praise me for burning calories. I sit down and press my hands against my forehead. She was going through my things. She must have been looking for something. The guest book? What else could she have been looking for? She doesn’t know I was in the attic—did she see the book when she came into my room earlier? 

Something on the bed pokes roughly into my thigh. The picture frame, still face down on the comforter, Philip Karson’s name staring up at me. I wonder if she saw the photo, if she noticed it was missing from the piano. I’m going to have to do a better job of keeping things hidden from her, and do a better job of keeping tabs on my mother’s whereabouts in the house. 

The photograph reminds me of my message, and I decide to check my inbox. I pull my laptop onto my knees and open the messaging window. Philip Karson has already gotten back to me, and shaky with anticipation, I click the message. 

Hi Hannah, yes! I do remember staying in your mother’s bed and breakfast. That was years ago, certainly, but I remember fondly the views from my bedroom window. I did take that photo. I think I have a better version of it on my hard drive somewhere. I’m about to board a long flight right now, but give me a few days and I’ll see if I can find the rest of the photos I took on that trip. I’m assuming you were the baby in the house at that time? :)

Best wishes, Philip

Philip’s status is offline. I want to cry, beg him to miss his flight and get to his hard drive now. The view he’s referring to has to be the attic window. I bite my lower lip and try to hold back tears. I’m sure that I must be going mad. What is so negative about having a bed and breakfast? Why would she have kept it from me? My mother was a problematic perfectionist type of woman (not that you’d ever be able to tell now), so maybe she had a bad experience with a customer and swore never to run a B&B ever again? Maybe the bloody coat was from an accident unconnected to the business, something she forgot to throw away, or was asked to hold onto for someone who simply forgot about it later. Maybe I don’t need to know, because whatever she was into was, and still is, none of my damn business. 

But I can’t let it go. I stare at my mother’s smiling face in the photograph. It is a closer representation to how she lives in my memory than to how she looks now. And the face in the photo is my mother in her truest form. The person I am most afraid of in the entire world. 

And maybe that’s why I am so afraid of the truth. Because I have seen her at her lowest. Bobo mewls in the back of my mind, and my stomach squeezes again. I know what she is capable of doing to the things that make her angry. 

And so, I must know. I must find out the truth about the attic.
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For a while I lie in bed, eat three of my emergency granola bars, and stare at the ceiling. I know that I really should be packing right now, but I feel like I cannot move. I listen to the sound downstairs of Colleen as she returns. My mother greets her with nastiness, and the two of them start to bicker immediately. I don’t have the energy to go back downstairs and intervene. I don’t want to talk to either of them. I just want to lie here until I can go home. Fuck the house and all the junk. I reach for my phone in my knapsack again, figuring that checking my messages might ease the homesickness a little.

I unlock the home screen. There’s a new text from Matt. This is probably not the best time to flirt, but regardless, I open the message, holding my breath. 

How’s everything going?

I hesitate, unsure what to say back. 

Been better, been worse. Hbu?

A speech bubble pops up as he types. 

Busy getting ready for the smstr. Feels like I’m already behind. Don’t know how u manage to do it all and remain calm, lol.

I want to tell him that if he had spent a life as bored as I did, he’d like the thrill of my chaotic schedule, too.

You’ll be fine. I look more composed than I feel, trust me. 

I wonder if I’ve said too much, if I’ve made the conversation uncomfortable. I wonder if I’ve said too little, if I’ve come across as too elusive, like I am trying to sound mysterious. 

I try very hard not to make my life a sob story, even at times when I feel like one. I much prefer the illusion of my own perseverance, the idea I am as strong as the rock that raised me, that I withstood the stagnancy that gave me my thirst for movement.

Matt replies, You put on a pretty convincing face.

I take that as a compliment and blush deeply. 

Thanks. 

Hope your mom is doing okay, considering.

I told him before I left of her dementia. He was surprised to hear about her condition since, as he put it, my mother is so young. I tried to play it off as calmly as possible, then worried if my composure had made me sound like a psychopath. I told him I was “handling it”—that the progression has been a slow build, that I’ve had time to accept the process and grieve appropriately. 

I type, hesitantly, She’s doing all right. Thanks for the message.

Of course. And then he sends a small yellow heart. 

My own heart flutters. I feel like a little girl reeling pathetically from a boy’s attention. I lie on my back in my bed, phone on my chest. I imagine myself as a young girl and think of the secret diary I kept under my mattress where I wrote stories that chronicled my unyielding desire for a boyfriend. I dreamed of a handsome hiker, crossing the south coast trail, stumbling upon me in the grass beneath my picnic tree, falling in love at first sight. I must have written a novel’s worth of chance meetings, a million versions of that romantic daydream. In some, the boy falls from the mighty wall of the trail and I am his graceful nurse, in charge of bringing him back to health. I remember one particular scenario where the hiker gets lost and I find him stranded and have to rescue him. I smirk, pleased at my past self. Little Hannah would have had a field day writing stories about Matt.

I hear the sudden snap of my mother’s voice downstairs yanking me from my peaceful daydreams. I wait, for just a moment, to see if there will be anything else. Any more screams? Another tantrum? A beat passes, and there is nothing. Mood spoiled, I dump my phone back into my backpack. 

It is clear that I need to get into my mother’s filing cabinet. Whatever she is guarding in there will bring me closer to whatever she’s been guarding in the attic. And if I am wrong, and there is nothing bad about the bed and breakfast she’s kept a secret, wonderful. This is the first time in my life where I want so deeply to be wrong. 

But something inside of me already knows that I am not wrong.

I pull the sheets of my bed tighter around my body and squeeze myself into a protective cocoon. I had a pet cat when I was ten. Bobo. He was a stray. I found him loitering around the road one day, mewling hungrily, desperate for love. I resonated with him. Decided to keep him around. 

For the first while, I kept Bobo’s existence a secret from my mother. He must have been a barn cat before he found me, because he spent most of his time outside, wandering on his own. I had no idea where he could have come from, because we were kilometres from anyone else. I assumed that he must have been lost, or abandoned, or dumped in the woods with the rest of his unloved kitten siblings. He had a hole in his left ear and purred when you stroked the top of his head. I loved him immediately.

It didn’t take long for my mother to notice my strange behaviour. The first thing she picked up on was the missing food. I would slip scraps of food for Bobo to eat from the pantry whenever she wasn’t looking, take extra helpings at dinner and drop them into a napkin and smuggle them out the door as soon as we were finished eating. At first she accused me of having an addiction to food and claimed I was hoarding snacks like the kids she saw in documentaries on TV. I convinced her that I wasn’t addicted to food, that I had just taken a liking to feeding gulls on the beach, and while I realized I had to be far more careful, the lie appeased her for a little while. 

But one night after an evening snuggling my cat in the grass, I came home covered in cat hair. My mother demanded to know where it had come from, afraid that a stranger was trying to lure me off the cliff with the promise of animals. I decided that the truth was less disastrous than the possibility of being shelled up in the house for the rest of the summer, and so I told her about my Bobo. 

It came as utter surprise, however, when she told me I could keep him. Maybe it was the relief of a harmless secret instead of the threat of a lingering pedophile that had softened her to the idea. I brought her to Bobo and cried in delight as she petted him, snuggled him, enjoyed his sweet purrs. We committed to feeding him proper cat food, to preparing him a place to sleep (a small bed of old pillows in the porch), and delighted in the new absence of rodents that Bobo had given us. For a month I was the happiest I’d ever been, the least lonely. I had a friend. Something to take care of, to occupy my time.

But Bobo was a cat, and one day he brought one of his freshly caught rodents in the house with him. The little mouse was not fully dead yet—Bobo had nearly finished him, but with some last burst of adrenaline, the mouse had managed to drag its poor mutilated body around the kitchen for a few more dying minutes, leaving a long trail of blood in its wake. 

I didn’t see it happen or hear any signs of the mouse’s final waddle. All I heard was my mother tread down the stairs, stumble into the kitchen, and scream. I heard the commotion and turned my head to find her standing behind me, hot with rage. I assured her that it was the first time I had seen the mouse, and the blood, but she had already made her enraged decision that I wasn’t responsible enough to have a pet, and therefore, my cat days were over. She picked Bobo up by the scruff of the neck and threw him outside. She banned me from bringing him around ever again. 

Two days of crying did not persuade her to revoke her decision. Neither did a half-day hunger strike, or a letter detailing my innocence in the matter. Bobo had been successfully vilified; cats had been permanently outlawed from our house. I realized that no appeals would move her decisions, and so I decided to revert to my first strategy, taking care of him on the sly, under the cover of the cliffs. 

Bobo didn’t understand, however, that he’d been evicted. So he kept coming around, looking for his beloved cheese crumbles, even after I moved his dish back down to the base of the footpath. I managed to continue feeding him for several weeks, to redirect him from the house when I noticed him wandering too close. I ran out of cat food too quickly and could barely manage to collect enough scraps to fill him. Bobo was hungry and still viewed our house as his own. And since I could not be outside to manage him twenty-four hours a day, one evening during dinner he leaped to the open windowsill and stood there in the frame, peering into the kitchen. My heart lurched. I wanted to jump to my feet and grab him, throw him away, protect him from the wrath of my mother. I didn’t make it to him in time, because I was so frozen with fear.

I watched as my mother wiped her mouth calmly and stood up from the table. She opened the baking drawer and pulled out the rolling pin, the same one she used to roll out pie crust earlier that day. Wordlessly, she went outside.

For months I hardly slept, so disturbed by what she had done. After the fact, she tried many times to explain to me why she killed him. I remember the confusion I felt as she spieled in her endless lectures—I didn’t agree that a dead mouse in the kitchen was enough of a reason to justify Bobo’s murder—but she was always so certain in her reasoning, so calm in her delivery, that it was as if killing my cat was the only way we would ever have peace in our house again. 

My mother had vanished, and I was left with a monster. For a long time I would lie awake in my bed at night, the room thick with the threat of my mother, my ears in a constant state of survey for the sound of the baking drawer downstairs or the thump of her footsteps coming toward my room. I was sure that if I put a toe out of line she would club me to death with that rolling pin. Even when I was alone, I feared that she was hiding in the shadows, waiting for me to fuck something up so she’d have a reason to kill me, too.

A tear wells in the corner of my eye and rolls down the side of my face. I contemplate loading the three boxes I have into my car and leaving now, letting the rest of the house deteriorate. I imagine walking into the road, standing back, and watching it collapse on the side of the sea, disappearing into a cloud of dust, my mother and all.

And then a voice—the stubborn, wilful voice that lives inside me—tells me quietly that leaving here now is not an option. I must find the truth that she is harbouring here. I will not live the rest of my life as her sucker because I am more content with my ignorance than the truth.

i swing my legs over the side of the bed and sit up. i’m going to get the keys and get into the filing cabinet. I’m going to stop moping around this house and do something to change my misery. I could have been stagnant, when I wanted to go to college, and stayed here beneath her thumb. I could have given into her demands then, let go of all the dreams I had, and lived here just so I wouldn’t have to fight. But that would have been the wrong decision. Letting my mother’s secrets die with the house is the wrong decision. 

I tiptoe down the stairs, making my steps as light as I can manage. My mother has fallen asleep in the sitting room again, a glass of water on the end table beside her. She’s taken her pills. She is probably sleeping deeply. I realize that here, now, I can probably get the key chain from her neck. 

Colleen is knitting in the La-Z-Boy as usual, looks up at me, and smiles as I enter the room. I toy with the right words to use for a moment.

“Do you think she’s in deep sleep?” I ask her. I realize how creepy that sounds and mentally curse myself. Colleen must surely think I am an idiot.

She pauses her knitting and looks at me funny. “I would say. Why?”

“I want to change the battery in her Life Alert.” I point to the key chain around her neck. “And I don’t want her to get upset if I have to take her keys.”

“Why would you need to put a new battery in that now?” she asks. I feel slightly off-put by her question. 

“I just want to make sure it’s—operational.” I step toward my mother and note where her hair is tangled in the lanyard, where it may pull and jolt her awake.

Colleen says, “We’re both here. Seems like a waste of batteries.”

I brace myself and take a deep breath, fighting off a welling cloud of agitation. “If this storm hits as bad as they’re calling for, we need the backup emergency service.”

My fingers graze the lanyard. I pinch the nylon, gently, trying to secure a grip on the cord without touching my mother’s skin. 

I pinch the string. Wait, wait, wait. And then slowly lift the cord.

My mother’s eyes pop open. She screams, thrashes in a heated panic, swings her arms toward me. 

“No!” she screams. “No! NO!”

I back up. I hear Colleen sigh behind me. “New battery probably isn’t worth this,” she says dryly, moving toward my mother’s side. “It’s okay, Adelaide. Hannah was just making sure you were safe.”

“Shut up, Hannah,” my mother snaps at me. I move back, red in the face, regretful.

Eventually, my mother starts to settle again, and it’s clear that I’m going to have to be more careful, more patient. That I’m going to have to be more creative in my pursuit of her files.

I sigh, deciding that I need to cool off. “I’m going to go outside for a while,” I tell Colleen. Maybe I’ll go for a drive, take an opportunity to clear my head. Maybe I’ll drive until I find a Robin’s, a Tim Hortons, somewhere where I can get the honey cruller I deserve.
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If you take the South Coast Highway north of my mother’s place for approximately an hour and a half, you will eventually stumble upon the exit for a little town called Loostab. The town is the central hub for the isolated homes that sit around this end of the coast, servicing families with groceries and mail, shopping and medical services. 

Loostab is a loop, primarily, one long road that bends with everything on either side of it. In the centre of the road is a short strip mall, which has the co-operative grocery mart, a variety store, a small coffee shop, a french fry café, and a post office. Across the street is a medical clinic and pharmacy, and always a lineup. On either side of those buildings are houses, a combination of rentals and private homes, all the same colour, one of three varying shades of blue. At the end of the Loostab strip there is a playground and a fenced grassy area that constitutes as the public park. 

I am ten minutes down the highway when I decide I’m going to make the trip to Loostab and burn away some of this dreadful day. I still feel unnerved long after I’ve left the house. I’m also bothered by Colleen’s condescending attitude. I don’t have the willpower to go back and pretend to be okay for the rest of the afternoon.

I take the highway straight and count back the years in my head since I’ve been here last. My memories of Loostab are relatively happy; a day in Loostab was a day away from home, a day spent shopping, walking around a new road, speaking to other people. I liked to be around other people. I liked simply the change of scenery. I liked the swings in the park, the lady in the grocery mart, Joanie. I remember Joanie fondly. She was always a kind, invested woman who cherished her job, her hometown, and the people who lived there. The green exit sign tells me to take my first left, so I switch lanes and take the familiar road into town. 

Loostab looks exactly the same as it always has. Gravelly, close-cut lawns. Pale colours, faded siding. You can still hear whirring of ATV engines buzzing along the trees behind the infrastructure, children running in the road, unafraid of traffic because there is no traffic. My car is the first in a while, clearly, evident by the staring of the people who try to figure out who I am. I find a parking spot alongside the curb by the grocery mart and figure the dated venue is the best place to start. I could use a good poke through the non-perishables—I am craving carbohydrates, anything made of bread.

A bell jingles overhead as I push open the door, and I’m hit with a cold, dry spray of Freon. The mart is one room, the size of a classroom at my university, the perimeter lined with freezers, belly lined off with three aisles. I notice in the corner behind the counter is Joanie, perched on a stool, the receiver of a corded telephone pressed against her ear. A rotating table fan tips side to side on the counter, fanning a stack of flyers on a rack by the door. There is no one else in here but Joanie and me. The only sounds are her quiet chatter and the soft AM radio that hums overhead. 

I pull a basket from a stack on the floor and drape it over my arm. I can almost remember where everything is and guide myself through the aisles in muscle memory. A short walk down the first aisle brings me to the carbs, a whole wall of crackers and cookies, out of date and overpriced. 

Nearly five dollars for a box of Oreos. I sigh and place them in my basket, unwilling to compromise my cravings. I want Oreos, one of my comforts of home. I also take a box of sociables, a rectangular packet of lemon cream crackers (a guilty pleasure of mine inherited from my mother), and then remove myself forcibly from the biscuits. I cannot leave here broke and with diabetes. 

I browse through the freezer, where anything perishable is stored. Colourful milk cartons stacked in rows sparkle with ice, frozen solid. Tubs of butter, bottles of yogourt. All frozen. I stare at a box of ice cream bars. I remember asking my mother to buy them years ago, and her sharply reminding me they’d melt before we made it back to the house. 

There’s a noise at the front of the store as three children file in, clad in tank tops and flip-flops, coins jingling in their pockets. Joanie smiles at them, hangs up the phone, and leans forward on the counter. She knows them all by name, Emma, Jake, Sarah, and asks them how much money they’ve brought her today. I watch, endeared, as the children empty their pockets and dump their change on the counter. Joanie plays along and pretends to count the coins skeptically, one by one, the children bouncing on the balls of their feet in excitement. 

“I found a quarter under Dad’s car,” Jake tells Joanie eagerly. “And Emma got a dollar from the tooth fairy for losing her tooth yesterday.”

“I wanted to tell her!” Emma whines, leaning forward past Jake, even closer to Joanie. “Look, this front one here!”

Joanie feigns amazement and stumbles backwards to show Emma her delight. “Well, in that case, I think someone here deserves to go to that cooler and pick out an ice cream.”

Emma squeals in delight and runs off in pursuit of her treat, flip-flops flapping against the floor behind her.

“Do we have enough?” Jake asks, and Joanie looks at him and smiles.

“Well, you don’t think Emma gets all the fun.” She motions for them to join Emma, whose upper half has disappeared in the ice cream cooler. “Go on, be quick.”

The children run off and chatter amongst themselves as they choose. I put a few more things in my basket, a small carton of frozen coffee creamer and a candy bar, and then head toward the counter. I watch the children giggle, Polar Bars in hand, as they file back out of the store. A little blonde head pops back in, just for a moment. Sarah. “Thanks, Joanie!”

Joanie smiles, distracted by the children as she starts to scan my groceries. “Find everything, my love?”

It takes her a moment, but she eventually looks at me, and as her eyes meet mine they widen with recollection, with joy. “Hannah Fitzgerald?” she says loudly and starts to walk around the edge of the counter to meet me. “Oh my gosh, what a pleasure.”

Joanie rushes toward me and embraces me in a hug, not unlike a long-term friend would do. I return the hug awkwardly, unsure how tight to hold her, how long to hang on. She lets go and holds me at an arm’s length by the shoulders.

“How are you?” she asks, leaning on the counter from my side of it, the task at hand—of checking out my groceries—long forgotten. It’s easy to forget the pace of little towns like this after years in the city, to forget how differently they operate from the constant movement of St. John’s. There is probably no one in this store but Joanie for most of the time it is open. And the people who come in to grocery shop do not do so in a hurry—they are here for the visit, for the experience. Everything has social potential in a place where there are only so many people to see. People fight fruitlessly against boredom. Grocery-store conversation is sacred, cherished. 

“I’m fine,” I tell her, wondering if it’s the truth. I smile, in the same forced way as in a school picture. “Busy with school, work, you know.”

Joanie nods her head, listening intently. It’s a big deal when kids leave for post-secondary around here. It leaves a hole in the community. Everyone celebrates their ambition and simultaneously mourns their sudden absence. “What are you studying in school?”

“English,” I tell her. “About to start my master’s.”

“Master’s, eh?” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Going in for the big guns, are ya?” She laughs, loudly, punches me playfully in the shoulder. 

I nod. I hope she doesn’t ask about my research. It’s exhausting to explain your thesis to non-academics, because you bore them almost instantly with your description, inviting comments like, “Sure, what good does that do?” She doesn’t, though, and instead asks about my job. Classic. 

“I work in the library during the semester,” I tell her. “And in the summers I work at a coffee shop in my neighbourhood.” I feel a sense of homesickness as I think of my beloved Broken Coffee House. The happiest place to work on earth.

“Nice, nice.” And then she asks, “You’re not home in the summers?”

I want to sigh, immediately. I’m so sick of that question it hurts. I work at Broken for precisely the purpose of their generosity of my shifting schedule. I can’t work when I go home, because there are no jobs. No stores. No companies. If I were to go home in the summers, I would be virtually flat broke. 

“No, I have to work,” I tell her. “I get out here when I can.”

“That’s good of you,” she says, nodding in agreement. It occurs to me that Joanie doesn’t disagree with a lot. “It must be pretty challenging on you, having to balance everything you have going on.”

I blush. Nod. “It can be a little difficult at times.”

Joanie shakes her head, eyes full of concern, as if my mother’s condition, too, is her problem. “I can only imagine. Only imagine.” And then she gets to the root of the conversation, the question she’s been wanting to ask the entire time we’ve been stopped here. “How is your mother doing?”

I sigh, accidentally. Joanie doesn’t seem either to notice or to care. “She’s okay, I guess. A little worse every day.”

Joanie shakes her head. “It’s a damn shame. For that to have to happen to such a nice woman.”

I grind my teeth together. “Yeah.”

“At least you have help,” Joanie says. Her comment catches me slightly off guard, because I’m unsure how she knows I have help. Has Colleen taken her shopping and explained to her the circumstances? Did my mother tell her of the condition years ago and explain that hospice care was under way?

“Yeah,” I say. “Makes it easier.”

“Well, my dear,” Joanie says, finally returning leisurely behind the counter. “If there’s anything you need, you let me know.” She picks up my box of Oreos and scans them. I wonder if she’d knock them down to half-price for me and decide that asking her that would be a cruel abuse of my mother’s illness. 

“Thanks,” I say. “I appreciate that.” I watch the total grow on the monitor. I realize I am shifting my weight back and forth on my feet, a nervous habit from years ago. I’m anxious to get out of the store. I feel, suddenly, the same entrapment I feel at my mother’s house. The store is too small. People know too much about you here. I realize it will be rude of me to go on about my business without asking her the same. “And how are you doing, Joanie?”

She tells me an obviously choreographed spiel about her life: her two kids, her husband, her three dogs. She talks the longest about her dogs, naturally, about Koda’s fear of swimming and Nova’s new habit of running out the front door when someone comes to visit. Her husband, she says briefly, wants to retire soon from logging, wants to try out a new trade. Hannah and William are dreading going back to school in September. “They hate homework,” she stresses. “I could kill William.”

I listen, trying my best to look as interested as she is. I’m afraid that my face is going to show my boredom, give away my disinterest in everything she is saying. Finally, just as I am inventing my excuse to leave, she says something of interest.

“Oh—right. I ran into Jane the other day,” Joanie says excitedly. Jane. I suppose she means Jane Meaney. Jane is a friend of my mother’s, her only friend I know of. I realize that this is the first I’ve thought of Jane Meaney in years. 

“Jane Meaney?” I ask. 

“Yes. Great to see her. She asked about you, actually, if you’ve been back since the semester let out. Lovely woman. I heard her daughter’s getting married, and she and Jane are taking a vacation to Punta Cana next month sometime.”

I nod my head, watching the slow way she scans my items, pausing between each one to tell me something else. I want to remind her that it really isn’t any of my business what Jane’s daughter is doing or that they are going to Punta Cana, but my efforts would be rude and futile, because the rules of gossip here are non-existent. The number one form of entertainment in towns likes Loostab is discussing the business of other people. 

“Good for them,” I say. Joanie places the last of my items in a plastic bag. She asks if I have a co-op card, the one that with an annual membership saves you five cents off every item. My mother has one somewhere, I’m sure, but I just tell her no. She winks and scans her own card. I watch the total drop a staggering forty-five cents. 

I smile again and thank her. She slides my grocery bag across the counter, over the case of lottery tickets. I consider buying some pull-tabs, just for old time’s sake, hoping that maybe I’ll pull open three gold bars and win five hundred dollars. I remember my mother buying ten dollars’ worth and slipping a pile in my hands outside the store. And we’d sit on the bench, breaking up the tickets, looking for the big winner. My mother would bend the cards and pop open all the tabs at once. I’d pull each tab and hold my breath as I peeled them, one by one. A couple of times, we won back our money. Once, we won a hundred dollars, and my mother let me use some of it to buy a lollipop for the ride home. A happy memory. I eye the lollipop tower to the side of Joanie’s counter and pull a cherry one from the spokes. “Throw this on the tab.”

Joanie leans forward, folding her arms on the counter before me. She waves off the sucker, implying she wants me to take it for free, like the kids with the ice cream bars. I wonder how much inventory she gives away. 

“Well, Hannah, it was great to see you again,” she says warmly, smiling brightly, as if nothing could have made her day any better than my arrival. 

“You too,” I tell her. I take my bag and let it hang by my side. “Nice to catch up with you.”

She waves as I go out through the door, smile still plastered on her face. I leave the shop and step out on the sidewalk outside. The same dirty, bird-poop-stained canopy hangs over the sidewalk of the strip mall. Same bench, same gum ball machine that nobody knows who refills. Even the faded “Members save 10%!” sign in the window of the variety store is Scotch-taped to the same place, reading the same message as it always has. There is no shift here, no change, no movement. 

I spy the kids from the store riding their bikes along the road. The boy has a Popsicle stick in his mouth, one end chewed into a pulp. Chocolate covers his cheeks. I’ve never ridden a bicycle, have never known the carefree feeling of a dirty face. There were no streets near my mother’s home. My mother chased me around after every meal with a face cloth. 

I unwrap my lollipop, toss the wrapper in the trash, and stick the candy in my mouth. I can hear her voice in the back of my head. You’re going to have brown, rotten teeth if you eat more of those.

I have to fight the urge to throw it out the window. I switch it to my other cheek, biting down on the stick. You don’t get to decide what I eat anymore. 

I take the highway back, driving a little swifter this time than on my trip there. I think again of my mother’s reaction to me trying to get to her keys. I try to visualize how else I can get my hands on them. She is not going to let me take them from her, which means I will have to choose a time when she isn’t wearing them. I don’t know whether she sleeps at night with the lanyard around her neck, but I decide that regardless of whether she wears it or not, it will not be easy to gain access to the keys. My mind roams to other possibilities. And then it hits me—a bath.

I can get the keys when my mother takes a bath. She will have to take them off, in fear that they will rust, that the Life Alert will break from submersion. Yes, that will work nicely—I will tell Colleen to give my mother a bath, and it will give me enough time to sneak down to the basement, open the filing cabinet, and find what I am looking for. Whatever that is, exactly. 

I find them both in the kitchen eating lunch when I return, my mother dipping a frozen corn dog into a CD-sized puddle of ketchup on her plate. Colleen has already finished and is standing at the sink, washing her dishes. 

“There are extra corn dogs if you want one,” Colleen tells me, her mood pleasant again. I ate my lollipop and an entire sleeve of Oreos on my way back, and the sugar consumption has turned me from the sight of any foods. The sight of my mother’s ketchup is enough to make me want to throw up all over the floor. 

“I’m good, thanks,” I tell her, leaning against the counter. My mother takes a bite of her corn dog, ketchup smudging her cheek in the process. 

“You sure?” Colleen reaches for one of the extra corn dogs on the pan. She bites into the top of it. “Because if you don’t have one, I’m going to end up eating the rest.”

I force a laugh and watch as my mother goes for another bite, this time ketchup falling in a wet blob toward her shirt. It makes me cringe, the pathetic, sloppy way she eats. It is the hardest part of watching her deterioration: the physical things like eating that remind me of her fading abilities. It is like watching a small child—watching helplessness in action. 

“It’s fine. I ate when I went out,” I tell her. 

Colleen scoffs in amazement. “Where the hell did you go to eat?” 

“I drove into Loostab,” I tell her. “Went into the grocery mart there.”

“Ooh.” Colleen finishes the corn dog. “Took a spin to the booming metropolis of Loostab.”

I chuckle. I avoid looking at my mother and try to remember the focus of my plan. 

“Colleen,” I say quietly, trying to avoid capturing my mother’s attention. “I want you to give my mother a bath.”

Colleen knits her eyebrows. I wonder if she’s going to contest my wishes again. She asks, “Now?”

I nod. “Before the storm comes and we run out of hot water.”

“She really doesn’t—” Colleen starts, and I wonder if she is trying to argue with me on purpose. She must be. 

“I want you to give her a bath.” My voice is more direct this time. Colleen looks displeased with me, but I don’t care if she is or not. I am going to get that key, come hell or high water, and Colleen, the person who is supposed to be my helper, is not going to be the one who gets in the way of that. “Please.” I nod my head in the direction of my mother, who is covered in ketchup. 

Colleen nods, stepping back a little bit. The irritation seems to leave her face a little, and she moves from the chair to my mother’s side.

“Adelaide, we’re going to get a bath in a little while,” Colleen tells my mother. My mother looks skeptically around the room. Colleen clarifies, “We need to get ready to go for our trip.”

My mother just says, “Shut up, Colleen,” and takes another bite of her corn dog. She chews loudly, the only sound in the kitchen.

A nasty sense of satisfaction creeps over me. At least it isn’t just me that my mother wants to shut up. 
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I help Colleen wash up from lunch and eventually give in to the temptation and eat a corn dog. It is cold by the time I eat it, but the salty breading is delicious nonetheless.

After lunch I hide in my bedroom, waiting for Colleen to run my mother’s bath. I spend an hour googling the other names I can distinguish from the guest book, trying to find the mysterious people on the pages. Unlike Philip, I have little to go on for the rest of the names. I am matched with dozens of potential candidates for each, with no hints of appearances, hobbies, ages, or any identifying information. I feel relief when I finally hear the water running. At last I have an excuse to pry myself away from the screen, a reason to stop scrolling obsessively through the names of people that match the book. I clap my laptop shut and brace myself. Try and conjure up some braveness. I feel like a spy. Mischievous. Mischievous, but also terrified.

I slip as quietly as possible down the stairs, then stop at the bottom and listen. Colleen and my mother are talking quietly, Colleen trying fruitlessly to keep my mother calm as she bathes her. I inch my way closer to the bathroom, still listening, still unable to make out anything they’re saying over the thrashing of the water filling the tub. I know she’ll have to take the keys off for her bath, but whether they’re in a place I can grab is what I don’t know. I knock as softly as possible on the door. “Colleen?”

There is a shuffling sound that makes me question whether she’s heard me, and then Colleen opens and sticks her head out of the bathroom door. 

“Hey,” she says. She glances over her shoulder again to my mother. 

“Can I have the lanyard?” I ask her. 

“The Life Alert?” Colleen asks. 

“Give me the whole key chain,” I tell her. “Please.” I tap my foot hurriedly, an attempt to encourage her to hurry things along. “I might go to the post office later to get the mail before we go.”

Colleen opens her mouth to say something, but doesn’t. Instead, she disappears and shuts the door behind her. I hear a faint jingling, and a few moments and several muffled words later, she returns with the key set. My heart almost beats out of my body in anticipation as I see the keys and take them into my hands. I thank her, and then reverse my direction and scurry down the hallway. I pause for a moment and turn around to ensure Colleen has shut the door behind me, and then I push open the door to the basement and patter quickly down the stairs. 

The basement is black as pitch, the only window blocked off by the untrimmed grass that grows in front of it. I fumble blindly in the dark, feeling around the concrete walls for the light switch. My fingers finally find and flip the sticky switch. I close my eyes to prepare for the sudden intrusion of light. But nothing happens—the bulb is probably years out of date. 

I am alone in the black. The dark begins to thicken and tighten around me. Bony fingers of imaginary monsters begin to weave around my ankles, pulling me toward the furnace. A serial killer looms in the corner, waiting with his blade to slit my throat. I pat cowardly at my back pocket for my phone, desperate for a flashlight, and realize that I’ve left it in my bedroom.

“Fuck.” I want to smack myself. I have to turn around and go back upstairs. Maybe if I hurry I’ll still have enough time to get back down here before she’s out of the tub.

I fumble for the stairs again and climb back up, grateful to be blinded by the evening sun behind the door. I release a breath, as relieved as I am panicked, listening for the sounds of the water in the bathroom. I hear the same mumbling as before, even quieter this time. The bathtub is still full, no water draining yet. I realize that I have mere minutes before my mother is finished. This time frame is going to be tighter than I thought.

I run up the stairs, spill into my room, and pat around the unmade bed for my phone. I can’t remember where I left it—is it even in my room? I check my entire bed, my dresser, my nightstand. And then I remember the phone is still plugged into my car, where I forgot to bring it in with me when I got home from my trip to Loostab.

I have missed my opportunity. I’m forced to wait now, until the night, some other time when I can be alone. But a thought strikes me, one that sends adrenaline down my spine. I need to give her keys back. If she notices they are missing, all hell will break loose. 

I stare at the key chain in my hands. I can’t tell what each of them is for. Surely I can’t return them, but the bath was my only plan. I can’t pull the right key off, either, because I don’t know which belongs to the filing cabinet. Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

Suddenly, an idea hits me. I stand up from my bed, as fast as I can, and scramble for my backpack. In the bottom of my bag is my set of Broken Coffee House keys, a medley of gold and silver keys, just like my mother’s. The sets look similar—mine is a little bigger—so I pop a couple off the chain. I press on the prong of the lanyard and hook the Broken keys onto the chain, a convincing replacement, hopefully enough to fool my mother. Will she be able to tell? Will I be able to get my keys back from her neck?

I will have to worry about that later, however, because I hear the sudden pull of the plug downstairs, the loud gurgle of water as it rushes to the bottom of the tub. I hear Colleen telling my mother to watch her step. I run back downstairs and set the keys on the table at the end of the hall. 

“The wind has picked up,” I say shallowly as Colleen escorts my mother from the bathroom. She is dressed in a fluffy white bathrobe with a towel around her head. I hope that I’m right about the wind, because truthfully I have no idea whether it has or not. All I know is that this is the night that the storm is scheduled to begin. Hurricane-strength winds and torrential rains will rock the cliff. I suspect lightning, from experience. 

Colleen nods. “Better batten down the hatches.”

My mother stares at me, leaning casually (or my attempt at casually) against the table on the hallway. Her eyes land directly on her keys. I tell her, “Mama, I put new batteries in your Life Alert, okay?”

My mother’s mouth opens, but before she can speak, a loud gust of wind howls against the house. My jaw clenches. I really, really hate the wind.

“Storm,” my mother breathes. 

“That’s why I needed to fix this.” I place the lanyard around her neck, holding up the Life Alert. I hold my breath as she looks at it. She doesn’t seem to notice the keys. 

She looks at me skeptically and says again, “Storm.”

Colleen and i cook dinner in a joint effort, a bland meal of boxed mashed potatoes and frozen chicken fingers. We decide to use as much as we can from the freezer to try and prevent wasting any food when we leave. We cook almost in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts, busied with our own tasks. The mashed potatoes are lumpy in the pot no matter how long I stir them. They remind me of childhood dinners. My lip curls in disgust at the sight. 

The wind has certainly increased by now, is loud and damming against the thin walls of the house. I had this repeating night terror as a child where the wind would pick up the house and carry it off the cliff and drop us into the ocean, float us away and out of rescue’s reach. As an adult, I realize that it isn’t that far-fetched an idea—houses have sustained similar damage in other communities—and I feel nearly as afraid as ever. 

We decide to eat in the sitting room with the TV, and I pass my mother her plate of dinner. Colleen flips through the channels, satellite service blinking with the wind. My mother is oddly quiet as she eats, chewing her chicken slowly, lost in space. Her medications do funny things to her, I assume. I truthfully don’t know everything she takes; I have neglected the chore and passed it off to Colleen. Probably the wrong thing to do, to refuse to concern myself with my mother’s prescriptions.

I finish my plate and put it in the kitchen sink, rinsing the remaining potatoes absent-mindedly. I stare at the plate for a moment, notice a chip in the ceramic near the top, and then put the entire thing in the garbage bag. I will have no use for my mother’s old plates, so I decide to get rid of them. I climb on a chair and take the rest of them down, throwing the others out, too. I keep three, enough for us to use for the next few days. I am incredibly behind with packing, still demotivated from doing it, and it feels good to be productive in some area, even just in successfully throwing away.

Colleen comes into the kitchen behind me and watches me pull a handful of bowls from the cabinet. I am kneeling on the counter, trying to reach the ones on top.

“What are you doing?” she asks. 

“I’m getting rid of these,” I tell her, holding a bowl up in her direction. “They’re old, and I have no use for them.”

One of the bowls has a long black scratch down the centre. Another has its flowers rubbed off.

Colleen looks toward my mother, who is now watching me, her head turned in my direction like an owl. I shudder at the sight and freeze in place, waiting for her reaction. She doesn’t move—she just looks at me in the same way as earlier.

“Be quick,” Colleen says quietly, dropping her own plate in the sink. 

I oblige her suggestion and scurry through the cupboards as I continue my purge. I can hear her talking to my mother in the other room, distracting her. I empty the cupboard entirely, reaching for the final dish in the back, a long glass serving platter. 

In my haste I pull the platter from the cabinet and drop it in my wake. The sheet of glass falls to the floor with a crash and shatters, pieces splitting and scattering all over the floor. I cringe at the sound and grit my teeth tightly together. I open my eyes and find my mother staring out toward me in fear, trying to see past Colleen to the source of the sound. I jump down from the counter, careful not to step on any of the broken pieces. I feel like swearing but hold it in and calmly tell her, “It’s okay, Mama, I’m cleaning it up.”

I bend down and begin to sweep the pieces of ceramic into a pile on the floor. And my mother begins to shout.

It takes both Colleen and me to calm her this time, and I am thankful that the fit has erupted within the confines of the couch, where she isn’t free to run away, to attack us. 

Only once I have emerged from the kitchen and joined her on the sofa does she relax. She grabs my wrists and squeezes the skin. 

“No,” she tells me. “No, Hannah.”

Colleen suggests I sit with my mother for a while, that she will finish cleaning up the mess. The plan works for a while, my mother sitting with me, telling me no. She leans against me after a while and says, “It’s so messy.”

“I tried to clean it all up,” I tell her, hoping my promises will soothe her. They don’t—her head begins to sway. She swats at my knee. 

“No, Hannah,” she says. “No.”

“I’m right here,” I tell her. I wish I could understand what’s upsetting her so much, so I could avoid this charade. It doesn’t seem like she is upset I dropped the plate, nor that I disposed of her old dishes. She’s upset, so it seems, that we’re cleaning it up. I don’t understand her logic. Does she want to hoard the broken shards? Does she merely want me to sit beside her? 

I sigh. Eventually, Colleen emerges from the kitchen. She claps her hands together, trying to rid them of the dust. In a way, I’m thankful that I didn’t have to get down and touch the filthy floor. 

“Thanks for that,” I tell her. 

Colleen nods. My feelings for her soften, and I realize that maybe I shouldn’t have been so irritable with her earlier. She, too, is trying her best, trying to get through these last few stressful days until Thursday. And she does know what’s best, and maybe my demands were a little outrageous earlier. 

I tell my mother and Colleen that I am going to go to bed early. I want to sleep for a few hours before the thick of the storm hits. I will wake in the middle of the night and slip down into the basement, this time equipped with the proper tools. I will go through the filing cabinet. I will have as much time as I need and the cover of the storm’s noise. The plan feels watertight. 

Besides: the safest place in the house during high winds is the basement. 

For a while, I doze, my mind unable to fully settle. An hour passes, then two hours, and I become impatient to fall asleep. Ideally, I want to be at least a little rested so I can go down with a clear head, the ability to reason. It is nearing eleven by now, and I can still hear Colleen and my mother downstairs. My mother is again being hostile toward Colleen, obvious by the tone of her voice. Finally, I hear Colleen say distinctly, “It’s time to sleep now, Adelaide.”

Footsteps upstairs, and the following sounds of bedtime. My mother’s door clicks shut, and then Colleen’s. Through the walls I can hear Colleen turn on a movie, the tinny sound of her laptop speakers surely loud enough to keep me awake. And probably enough to disguise the sound of me leaving my bedroom. 

I wait for ten minutes, long enough to ensure that my mother has fallen asleep. As slowly as my body can physically manage, I unfold myself out of bed, breath suspended as I wait for the groan of my old mattress. My abdomen burns as I sit up, as slowly as possible, trying to balance my weight to avoid the noise. My toes graze the floor. I creep across the hallway, my steps barely audible on the floor, and press my ear gently against my mother’s door. 

I listen to the sound of her breathing, can almost smell the stale air of her dirty room permeating through the crack beneath the wooden door. Colleen’s door is shut, too, the movie still playing. I wait for another moment, almost too fearful to continue.

When i’m confident enough that the coast is clear, I re-enter my room and slip my phone and my mother’s keys into my sweater pocket. They make a faint jingle that feels like a roar in the silence of my bedroom. I tighten my grip on them, pressing the keys together so they cannot rattle when I go down the stairs. I decide to make the trip barefoot, an idea of much contention, finally deciding the feeling of dirt on my feet is not worth the risk of my loud plastic flip-flops. I slip quietly down the stairs again, down the hallway, and open the basement door. 

The swirling wind sings especially loud in the house’s main level, and it is enough motivation for me to push open the basement door. I take a step forward, pointing my phone flashlight toward the stairs. The light is faint but sufficient enough to guide my path, one step at a time. I take the first step, listening to the wood moan beneath my weight, creaking as if to spite my efforts for silence. It takes a few moments, but eventually I reach the bottom of the stairs. I cringe at the filthy texture of the floor and don’t dare shine the light downwards—I don’t want to know what exactly is touching my feet. Shining the light in front of me, I try to remember the location of the filing cabinet. I didn’t spend much time in this basement in years past, because it scared the living jeepers out of me. I remember watching the Home Alone movies and seeing Kevin McCallister’s fear of the furnace and feeling validated for the first time. The basement was dark and smelly, and the old-fashioned hardware it contained was the woodwork of nightmares. In my memory, the furnace is on the leftmost wall, next to a table that serves as a second pantry, which sits directly across from the stairs. There are stacks of boxes to the right of the stairs, alongside snow equipment, gas cans, and my mother’s ancient set of winter tires for the car that doesn’t work anymore. There is a hatch, next to the furnace, that opens and provides access to the basement from outside. It doesn’t work anymore, though—after a bad winter, snow got in and flooded the basement, and my mother nailed it shut. 

In my memory, the filing cabinet sits in the corner of the rightmost wall. I shine my light in that direction, but the faint beam doesn’t reach farther than a few steps ahead of me. I wish that I’d brought a better flashlight. I walk blindly in the direction I remember, the light bouncing off objects all around me. Finally, I see what I’m looking for. Wedged in the corner of the walls is the filing cabinet, my treasure trove, sitting promptly, not at all suspicious.

It is a traditional cream-coloured filing cabinet, the same one as in every one of my professors’ offices. It has four drawers, each of them with a lock in the centre of the drawer. I pat around in my pocket for the keys and hold the ring under the beam of my light. I have no idea which one of them belongs to the cabinet. 

There are about six or seven keys in all. I recognize the key to the front door and rule that one out, down to six, and decide that blindly contemplating is going to get me nowhere. I try and choose the most likely size and push it into the lock of the top drawer. It slides into place but doesn’t turn the mechanism. I try the next, and the next after that, and finally, on the fourth try, the lock turns. 

The drawer opens with a moan. I have to stand on my tippytoes to see all the way inside. I find it thick with decades worth of documents, pages squashed in tightly like the pages of a book. The files lean between dividers, dividers that have names that don’t make a whole lot of sense: inconsistent dates that are out of order and start back before we even moved here. 

I pull on a divider, lift the cover, and peer inside. Nothing of great importance. It is an old copy of a manuscript, my mother’s third novel, titled Away in the Night. Useless to me. I put it back in the cabinet.

Suddenly, in the dim light of my flashlight, a pattern emerges. I realize that the dividing folders are labelled alphanumerically, corresponding to the names of her novels. They are dated as such, the dates on which she wrote, published, and cashed in on each of them. Behind the final draft of each manuscript she stores the receipts of every dime she’s made on the books to date: pay stubs, advance receipts, and bonus cheques. I theorize that nothing of interest to me is hiding in this first drawer, and so I shut it and move on. 

To my surprise, the key that belongs to the top drawer does not work on the second. I have to retry the lock and go through the keys again until I find the matching one. I pull on the handle and find a drawer that is surprisingly emptier than the top. In fact, there is about a quarter the contents in the second than in the top.

I pull out one of the dividing folders. It is marked with the year 1998. At first glance they look like pay stubs. I am unsure what these pay stubs are for, however, because the only income my mother has ever generated has come from her novels. I look at the top of the form for a company name, shining my light brightly on the surface of the paper. 

I feel my eyebrows sink into a V. These papers aren’t pay stubs at all, instead receipts from RESP payouts. And unlike those in the top drawer, the receipts are not made out to my mother at all. Typed across the top of the receipt is the name Ada Fraser.

I flip through the five other sheets in the folder. Ada Fraser. Ada Fraser. They are all under the name Ada Fraser. My mouth dries, my pulse quickens. Why in the hell does my mother have bank statements belonging to someone named Ada Fraser?

I drop the folder back into the drawer and swipe a hand along the folder. These are labelled by year and go all the way up to this one. I open each of the folders, expecting them to change form, to suddenly be addressed to Adelaide Fitzgerald, like the royalty cheques from before. 

But they don’t. Someone has been cashing RESP checks under the name Ada Fraser since 1998. And that someone has to be my mother. 

I lean against the cabinet, my mind racing with possibilities. I don’t know what I was expecting to find, but whatever it was, it wasn’t this. I know very little about my mother’s childhood, about her past before I came along. Clearly. Maybe, before I jump the gun and assume automatically that the behaviour I’m looking at is criminal, I need to consider what I know and what I don’t know. 

Maybe Adelaide Fitzgerald is just my mother’s pen name and her birth name is actually Ada Fraser. That’s perfectly reasonable. But that isn’t plausible, because my legal name is Hannah Fitzgerald, not Hannah Fraser. Also impossible, because the paycheques from her publishing house are made out to Adelaide Fitzgerald, and you can’t write a cheque to a fake name. She’s never mentioned a name change, never said anything that would lead me to believe such a thing.

Maybe she’s holding on to the receipts for an Ada Fraser that she knows?

But my mother doesn’t really know anyone, and I’ve never heard her say anything about someone named Ada Fraser. You can count all of the people she knows on one hand, and I am positive that all of them are at least capable of holding on to their own receipts.

Which means the only real possibility is that my mother has been cashing cheques that belong to someone named Ada Fraser. Which is very, very illegal. 

I swallow, stiff with the fear of the situation. The wind hums around me, another layer of chaos. Upstairs, I can hear the loud rush of the sea, angered by the storm. My head spins in the dark. Tears well in my eyes. There must be more to this. I have always known of my mother’s darkness, her ability for cruelty and coldness, for rage—but a fraudster? I cannot picture it, my mother patiently awaiting cheques in the mail that don’t belong to her. Ada Fraser. Is my mother an identity thief? And how could she go this long with money that belongs to somebody else?

Suddenly, the sound of the rain intensifies, almost as if it is closer to me now. It jolts me alert, and suddenly I am not so sure that the sound is not coming from the storm, but from upstairs. No, the sound, this rush of water—it is definitely coming from upstairs. Water is running upstairs. I point my light in the direction of the basement stairs and notice that suddenly there is a stream of water running under the crack in the door, down the basement staircase.

I run toward the water, the stairs now slick. water is trickling down the stairs, coming from above. I glance back at the filing cabinet, unable to leave it there with still two drawers unopened. I sigh, reminding myself that my mother could be up to something dangerous, and so I push the second drawer shut, stuff the keys in my pocket, and run up the basement staircase.

I push open the door and find a stream of water flowing in the ruts of the linoleum, coming from the direction of the kitchen. I follow the river, terrified, and to my horror find that the taps in the kitchen sink are running full force, flooding over the edge of the sink, and my mother is kneeling in the flood in the middle of the kitchen floor. 

I watch, frozen for a moment as she scrubs at the floor in panicked desperation, a steel-wire brush in her hands, sweat glistening on her brow. She cleans with the determination she once had, her arms circling back and forth so quickly that they nearly blur in my vision. 

I rush for the taps and have to use my full strength to turn them off. I yank, yank, and then, finally, the left tap turns again, the flow lessening. I get the other shut off, too, with a final jerk of my wrist.

“Mama! What are you doing?” I pull the rag from the drain, the displaced water from my submerged arms overflowing and soaking my clothes in the process. My mother continues to scrub as though she hasn’t heard me speak. She doesn’t notice that the water has stopped flowing. I can hear her crying as she scrubs in the pool around her.

“I have to clean it up!” she cries. A sob rattles out of her chest, loud, feral. I have not the slightest clue how we’re going to manage to clean this mess—water has flooded the kitchen, runs into the sitting room and down the hallway. Tears of frustration well in my eyes. 

“Mama, stop.” I drop to my knees in the water before her and grab the brush from her hands. She reaches toward me and grabs back at the brush. I throw it behind me, far out of her reach, and take her wrists with my hands. “Mama, stop. You have to stop.”

She looks into my eyes, distress in her face. “Adelaide,” she says.

“You need to stop, Mama.” I wipe a tear from my cheek with the crook of my elbow. She seems to notice my distress, because she suddenly stops fighting me.

“It’s so messy,” she weeps. “I have to clean it up.”

I don’t know what she’s talking about. The plate from earlier? Is that what she thinks is so messy? I wish I could go back in time and punch myself in the face for dropping it, for bringing this problem on myself. This must be my punishment for being so clumsy, so stupid.

“You’re making more mess running the taps like this, Mama,” I tell her. I point around us at the water. We are both wet now, along with everything else in the kitchen.

“Hannah,” she says suddenly, with a sound of surprise to her voice. 

“What, Mama?”

“Hannah, I have to clean it up. It’s so messy.”

I hold her arms and stand the both of us up. I need to find some towels as quickly as I can. I guide my mother toward the bathroom, deciding to take her with me for the rest of the night. From weather and age, the house is not entirely level, so the bathroom has not been touched by the water. It stops flowing in a pool outside the bathroom door, the edge of the rut in the hardwood defined by the stop in the water’s flow. I reach into the bathroom and pull open the closet door. I grab a clean towel, wrapping it around my mother’s quivering body. Her teeth are chattering. Cold from the sea wind is leaking into the house. I wonder if I should worry about her getting sick from the exposure.

There are only a few more towels in the closet, so I take what I can find and throw them onto the pond that has formed on the kitchen floor. I consider waking Colleen to help me, but I decide that I have relied a little too much on Colleen to fix my problems. I owe her this one, at least, and so I get to work on my own. The towels absorb barely a fraction of the spill, so I spend the next hour wringing the water out of the towels and into the sink and then dropping them back onto the floor. I wonder how much damage is done, how much could have been done if I hadn’t been downstairs, or if I hadn’t heard the running water. The storm continues to rage outside, probably soaking the outside of the house with matching force. I wonder how long it will take for the mould to build up beneath the flooring. I wonder how much is there already.

All I can feel is water. My pyjamas are soaking wet and clinging to my body. My mother is even worse, her towel drooping with the weight of the water. Eventually I manage to get the bulk of the water up out of the floor, but I’m not foolish enough to understand that there won’t be damage done to the flooring. The linoleum is old and cracked, and water has inevitably seeped below it. Not that there wasn’t water there before, but after this flooding it is surely a cesspool for mould. I sigh. I feel exhausted. My mother sits on the couch in the sitting room, unaware of the havoc she’s created. It’s almost enough to upset me, her lack of accountability. It isn’t her fault, Hannah. She can’t help it. 

But all those cheques, for so many years. She could help those, couldn’t she? She knew what she was doing then. Right? You don’t just commit fraud for twenty years and get to plead ignorance to the entire crime. I wish that I could ask her for the truth, as if it is that easy. As if it would be as easy as if she were in good health, in a good state of mind. She would be so offended if I questioned the integrity of her actions. She would be so horrified to know that I’d trifled with her private files. She would find a way to turn the situation back on me, the nosy little busybody who couldn’t leave anything well enough alone. 

I walk out to the sitting room to get her, to bring her back up to bed, but I find that she has fallen asleep on the sofa, still wet, still wrapped in her towel. I stand there for a few moments watching her sleep. I can’t bring myself to wake her. I’m just too tired. She won’t freeze like this, will she? Get hypothermia? I plant myself in the La-Z-Boy and decide to sleep right there, as if it will be enough to catch my mother if she wakes again, if she decides to smash the windows or torch the curtains. And somehow, even despite the storm outside and the storm that is my mother, I manage to fall asleep in the La-Z-Boy.

My watch wakes me at five thirty, and my first moments are again of chaos, a scramble to silence the buzzing, and a jolt as I remember the flood. My mother still sleeps peacefully on the sofa, unaccountable, helpless. I stand up, the exhaustion worming its way into my cramping legs. I realize I am still wet, my pyjamas damp and stuck to my body. I stand up, looking down at the print of wetness I’ve left in the La-Z-Boy. Fuck.

In the morning light, I assess the damage done to the kitchen. The countertop is now dry, unharmed. Three sodden towels sit in the sink, looking as gross and deflated as I feel, not even partially drained of all their water. 

The floor is slick, puddles hiding in places in the concave craters of the floor. I pull one of the cotton blankets off the armchair and throw it to the floor, an attempt to mop up any remaining water I missed last night. I rub my tired eyes. I can barely remember what happened through all of the chaos. 

All I can think of are the receipts in the cabinet downstairs. Solutions begin to wade their way to the top of my head; this is the first chance I’ve had to really think about what it could mean. Maybe I should Facebook Ada Fraser, find her the same way I found Philip Karson. She could be a relative of ours, someone my mother has never talked about. And technically speaking, maybe she really is an old name of my mother’s, after all. Maybe there is a way to have two legal names. Who am I to consider myself an expert on the matter? 

I boil an egg and contemplate as the water bubbles. At this rate, there truly is no point in meandering around, trying to pack the last few cardboard boxes that sit empty in my car, when I know damn well that I won’t be able to pack the rest of the house myself. But I also do not want to call someone in until I have been through the house in its entirely and have found everything I need to determine the truth about Ada Fraser—and my mother’s elusive bed and breakfast. My mother has made the snooping difficult. My mother is difficult. Everything about this hideous situation is too, too difficult. 

I take my breakfast to my bedroom, ignoring a missed puddle in the hallway. I sit down on my bed and reach once more for the framed photo of my mother on the cliff. I stare at the image of her, admiring the simplicity of the image (how easy it is sometimes to look at a nice photo and pretend that things are normal), and for the first time, I notice the irregularity of the paper in the confines of the frame. I notice that the image under the glass is incomplete, just too small for the frame, almost like the paper is folded over. I twist the prongs that hold the cardboard backing and let the glass pop out of the frame. 

At some point, the photo was folded in half so that it could fit inside the four-by-seven frame. On one half is my shining mother. And on the other half of the image, the one that’s been hidden from view for all these years, is a second woman, standing two feet away from my mother. 

And her eyes are scratched out.
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Philip Karson has still not gotten back to me with the photos from his hard drive, which is very inconvenient of him, considering my current circumstances. His icon still sits frozen on offline. The little red light bears no sign of return. I selfishly hope that whatever wedding he’s shooting gets cancelled, that he is stuck with nothing to do and has to log back onto Facebook and answer me out of boredom. I wonder if I should message him back while he’s offline and offer him money to find the photos quicker. I could lie and tell him it’s urgent. That my mother is dying and I need the photos for her funeral.

I sit for a long while staring at the photo, chilled. A small inscription is written on the back corner of the photo—a title that reads, “Ada and Adelaide, 1998.” 

I can’t see Ada’s entire face (her scratched-out eyes make it hard to get a good look), but the pair look superficially similar, perhaps distantly related. They share the same build and hair colour and hairstyle. They wear the same style of clothing, the same ankle-length white dress, halter-tied around their necks. They are both arguably attractive, at least in this photo.

Ada’s eyes have been scratched out intentionally, two rough little cuts done with what looks like the tip of a sharp knife. The job has been done with precision, as if someone really wanted to ruin Ada’s half of the photo. Two little slashes run from her eyes and halfway down her cheeks. 

My hands are shaking because, suddenly, everything feels so clear. I have seen the violent, angry side of my mother. I have spent my life in the shadows of her reclusiveness, her anti-sociality, her tendency to disrupt and detach herself from all relationships. I have seen my mother lash out, act cruelly. She is capable of dark things. And now in front of me is a new series of things even darker than I thought possible. Why am I so unwilling to accept what feels like the clearest answer?

Who was this woman Ada Fraser? Why does my mother have a hidden bloody coat and a filing cabinet full of Ada’s receipts?

I need to know more of my mother. I need to find more about who she is—who she was before she had me. 

It is impossible she was this reclusive her entire life. In my childhood, I saw her interact with three people. Jane, an old friend of hers from her teenaged years, who came for visits a few times a year. Joanie, the clerk at the grocery mart (I count Joanie because she is everyone’s friend). Our family doctor, whenever I got sick. Everyone else was either a phone call, or a message sent through me. During the summers that I would stay with my father, his car would pull up and I would walk myself down the driveway alone, suitcase in tow, and my mother would hide inside the house and not so much as wave to me from the window, in fear she would have to look at my dad. Anyone else besides Jane, Joanie, or Dr. Redcliff she simply would not meet with face to face. 

I decide that Jane is a good place to start. She’s been asking about me, according to Joanie, so maybe she’ll be willing to meet. As a girl, I was fond of Jane. She was a bright, cheerful real estate agent who chain-smoked cigarettes and brought me souvenir presents from her latest vacation whenever she came to visit. Sometimes she’d bring her daughter Becca over to play with me, a gangly blonde girl who was two years my senior, painfully shy, but who liked Barbie dolls as much as I did. We would play by the water or hike down to the beach, and I remember Jane and Becca’s visits being my favourite days of the entire year. But I remember as well my mother’s behaviour around Jane, the side of her that crawled out on the days Jane came and left Becca home. Those days I didn’t like so much, because I didn’t like the way my mother would change into someone I couldn’t trust. I remember the rasp that would appear in her voice, how rowdy she got, how loud she would be, and she and Jane howled in unison, in laughter, in song. On the days Jane came alone, they would drink full bottles of wine and laugh loudly late into the night. I remember sneaking out of my bedroom to watch them from the top of the stairs, remember my mother vomiting wine up on the carpet in the living room, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. And I remember watching her continue to drink, even after. There was often darkness in my mother when Jane came along, and it frightened me.

Yes, jane is a very good place to start. i check the time. It is barely seven a.m., and I am unsure whether right now is too early to call her. I could frame the call as an emergency, tell her that my mother is unwell and I want to let her know we’re leaving as soon as possible, in case she wants to stop by the house once more before we leave it forever. My lip finds its way into my mouth. Would that make me a bad person, manipulating Jane for my own agenda? I don’t have time to wonder, though, because the phone is already ringing in my hand.

Jane’s voice is raspy and sleep-sodden when she picks up. 

“Yeah?”

“Hey, Jane? It’s Hannah. Hannah Fitzgerald.”

I hear bedsprings in the background as she (I assume) sits up. “Oh God, Hannah? Hi, Hannah. Hannah. Sorry for growling at you like that. I thought you were one of those telemarketers or something. Hannah. How are you, my darling?” She sounds remarkably more cheerful than when she started the call.

“I’m doing all right,” I say, feeling guilty about what I’m about to do. “I’m calling about my mom.” I close my eyes. Bad wording. Very bad wording.

“Oh God,” Jane says, her voice falling. “Don’t tell me Adie’s after dying.”

My eyes widen. That’s not the message I was going to relay. I feel even guiltier than before. “No, no,” I assure her. “She hasn’t. She’s still here—for now.”

“Oh God, thank God.” Jane sighs audibly in relief. 

“She’s not doing great, though, Jane. I know it’s a little short notice, but we’re moving her into care on Thursday. I was wondering if at some point today or tomorrow you’d like to come by? See the house again before we leave?”

Jane thinks about it for the moment, and I hold my breath during the pause. Please say yes, Jane. 

“Yes—yes, absolutely,” she says, and I can’t help but throw my head back in relief. I can hear her standing up, leaving her bed. “Hannah, my darling, you sound tired. I can hear it in your voice. How about I come in, see your mom, and then you and I will drive into town, get some lunch at that really good fry place?”

Two trips to Loostab in two days. I can’t imagine what Joanie will think.

I nod. “Sounds like a plan.”

“Okay, sweetie. See you in a while.” The line clicks dead. That was simpler than I expected. 

Jane lives several hours north of my mother’s plot of land, and it takes her far less time to reach the coast from her town than it takes me from the city. I estimate she’ll make it by ten o’clock, depending on the condition of the roads after the storm.

I peel the damp clothes off my body and toss them in the corner of the room. I don’t know what condition the washing machine is in, considering the grimy state of the house. I slide into a pair of shorts and a sweatshirt and study my reflection in the mirror. I decide I can go one more day without washing my hair. 

I look far more like my father than my mother. I have his square jaw and dimpled cheeks. I can be pretty—inconsistently pretty, that is, depending on what I wear, how my makeup looks from day to day. Today I look tired and haggard, and I turn my vision away from the mirror, discouraged. I’m going to Loostab. I don’t have to look good, because there probably won’t be anyone to see me. 

Colleen is standing in the hallway when I leave my room, leaning against the railing, looking down at the wet floor below us. I realize that I’ve missed a lot of the water in the hallway and sigh as I realize that I still have hours of cleanup ahead of me. 

“What happened?” she asks, wide-eyed. 

“She had an episode last night,” I tell her. “I didn’t want to wake you up.”

“You could have,” she reminds me. “Looks like it was a two-person job.”

“Thanks,” I say. “I wanted to let you sleep.”

“Thanks,” Colleen replies. 

We head downstairs. My mother is still sleeping on the sofa, peacefully. We move about, quietly, guarding these moments of quiet preciously.

“One of Mom’s friends is going to come by today,” I tell Colleen as I stir my cup of coffee. I pat the top of my little kettle to let her know she can use it. “She wants to see her before we move.”

“Cool,” she says. “I think that will be good for her.”

I turn my head to check on my mother and find her sitting upright, barely awake. There is anger already written on her face. 

She fires her towel across the room toward us. “No!” She shouts harshly, and I decide I can’t take it any longer, that I can’t deal with another tantrum this soon after the last one. I gave Colleen a pass last night, so right now I’m taking a break. 

I tell Colleen that I’m going to go for a walk and leave them there to deal with each other. Maybe Colleen is wrong and inviting Jane over is a bad idea just waiting to play out. 

The wind has died down considerably this morning, the remaining breeze just a whisper of the storm that raged last night. The tide is in and the smell of sea is its strongest, acrid and everywhere. I follow the winding footpath toward the cliff. Maybe I will go all the way down the bottom of the path to the small stretch of beach that sits at the corner of the bay, where the walls of the cliff meet. Maybe an hour at the beach is the boost I need to clear my head. I start to walk into the breeze. 

The trail is narrow, hard to follow if you don’t know where you’re going. I believe I could do it now with my eyes closed, rocks and roots and all. It twists lower and lower, passes through a short patch of grass, another of dust and gravel, and finally leads into the mouth of a beach. This morning the tide is in, the water rolling up past all the sand, so I choose a large rock on the perimeter to sit on, far back from the waves. I spent so many afternoons on this beach, on this very rock, trying to understand the complications of my mother, my feelings toward her. 

Is my mother a criminal?

The thought is sharp and hot in the pit of my stomach, as if it is toxic, as if I shouldn’t be having it at all. My thoughts are a raging hurricane in my head, swirling around, tiring me. I feel guilt for squandering what little time I have left in my childhood house by running around accusing my mother of sinister things. I feel guilty for thinking bad things of her. She would be so angry if she knew I was having these doubts about her. I feel guilty for my lack of sadness, my lack of nostalgia. I feel lazy for refusing to pack, resentful of my apathetic attitude toward her condition, selfish for my reluctance to keep a single item from my mother’s house and view it with love and value. But I can’t. I can’t love any inch of my mother’s house, because I spent the entirety of my childhood wishing I were somewhere else, anywhere else. 

The loneliness I felt as a little girl was strong and constant, confusing and maddening. My mother’s hermitage came at my expense. I saw no one, ever, and didn’t have a single friend. I was home-schooled by my mother, so I stayed home, day in and day out, on this same patch of land. I never got to play sports, have sleepovers, go to school dances. I never got to have a best friend or a boyfriend or a favourite teacher. My mother was my only friend, and most of the time I felt like she didn’t even like me that much. 

I watched the outside world on TV and I wanted to be there, elsewhere, with every ounce of my soul. I wanted to be one of those kids falling asleep in class. I wanted to play soccer and to join the cheerleading team and to have a group of friends to walk home with. I wanted a next-door neighbour, a mailman, a shopping mall. But I wanted more than anything just to go to school.

In my final year of “high school,” I didn’t know much about college, but I knew that I wanted to go. On my seventeenth birthday, I downloaded three college applications to my laptop, filled them out, paid the application fees using my mother’s credit card (without her permission), and hiked the ten kilometres to the post office box to mail them by myself. By some miracle, I was accepted into every one. I guess they liked my essay about “thriving in isolation.” My mother was right. I really was a convincing writer, just like she was. 

She was furious when she found out and told me that she wouldn’t pay the fees I’d charged, that she’d call the bank and have them void the payment so that the schools would decline my application. I begged her, calmly, to just wait and see what happened. In truth, I accepted my offer the day before the deadline, once I knew that the application fees became non-refundable. It was the scariest thing I’ve ever done, deciding to go to college. I truly believed my mother would lose it, that she’d throw me out of the house with nothing and never speak to me again. I was certain that she’d crucify me for betraying her, and I prepared myself to hike to Loostab through the woods and take a taxi to St. John’s, all alone. I wasn’t sure how I would pull it off—I had no money, no experience, no semblance of reality. I planned to call my dad if all else failed. See if he had any ideas what to do. Maybe he’d bring me to college. Maybe he had some money to give me so that I wouldn’t starve. Nothing felt certain, real, except the looming threat of my mother’s coming explosion.

To my surprise, however, she wasn’t all that angry after all. The morning after I told her, she made breakfast as normal, acted as normal. We didn’t speak of college again until the day before I left. And that day, when it arrived, she simply asked, “Will I drive you to campus, or have you already asked your father?”

And, wordlessly, she drove me to campus, and that was that. For the first week, it was ethereal. I felt like a kid in a candy store, all the time, for every reason. People were all around me, all the time. Everywhere I went was the potential for conversation, for friendship, for a relationship. I found a job at McDonald’s. I flirted with boys on the bus ride to school. I got my learner’s permit and took out a student loan. For the first time in my life, I had my own money, my own place, my own life. 

Three and a half weeks later, the phone calls began.

My mother wasn’t in my life anymore, not on a full-time basis. That was not okay with her. The first few weeks were a novelty. It was her first time away from her annoying little Hannah—and then the novelty wore off, and she needed to find a way to insert herself into my life so that she could remain the constant presence in my peripheral vision, the one that she had worked for years to be. She called me constantly, morning, noon, and night. On my way to class, after class, on my lunch break, on my dinner break, before bed, first thing in the morning.

If I didn’t answer, I was met with the wrath of fire. Accusations of abandonment. Selfishness. She told me once that I was heartless, that I was ungrateful to push her away when she had been so accommodating to my ridiculous dreams of going to college. She was nastier on the phone than she ever was in person. I feared missing her call, because the aftermath was worse that the gruelling ten minutes I had to spend talking with her. 

I had always felt guilty for resenting her love. I rejected the smothering, the constancy. Sometimes I just wanted a break from the contact, a day or two to breathe. I love you, Hannah. I’m the only one who ever really loved you.

When she got sick, the phone calls began to fade. Suddenly, she was so preoccupied by the challenge of living that she didn’t need my constant attention to get through the day. For the first time, I felt comfortable out with friends, without the constant worry of having to step out and deal with my mother. For the first time, I wasn’t afraid to let a boy stay the night, in fear of my ringer going off, waking us up at some ungodly hour. I had a life all of a sudden, and it was up to me how much contact I needed to have with her. And I liked it that way. It was freedom, the first taste of it that I’ve ever had. I was free from her constant demands, from her guilt trips and hurtful comments. Free from her control, her mind games, her decisions for my life. I feel sometimes swallowed alive with guilt because I’ve been happier since she’s been sick.

And here I am, back again, caught tight beneath the edges of her thumb. I should have known that this would happen, that there is no way to have a good relationship with someone who chooses, time and time again, to be tumultuous. I should have prepared for this feeling. I was wrong to think that I would somehow approach the issue with new eyes, with the sudden ability to resist her manipulations. I was wrong. I am as weak as ever. I should have expected that this return to childhood would be a negative thing. Being here has always been negative. Being here will always be negative.

I close my eyes and imagine the bloody coat hidden in the attic. My mother is surely not a murderer, is she? I can hear her voice, her scream in the background of my thoughts, chiding me in horror for accusing her of such things. She would hate me for snooping through the house. She would hate me for feeling entitled to the truth. I think that, even in the wells of her illness, she still hates me somehow, for everything that I’ve done wrong in my life. 

The water throws a wave forward and pushes up shore mere inches from my toes. I stare down at the foam left behind on the rocks and try to align my breathing with the sounds of the water. But I hate the sounds of the water because it reminds me of where I am. I try to believe I am in control, that it is not anymore my mother who is in control. I must try and believe in that. I have a right to take control now, despite believing, for most of my life, that I wasn’t entitled to decisions, to assertion. 

Because if I’m right, which I probably am, my mother is a killer and must be brought to justice. And I will be the one to do it.
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I stay on the beach until the tide starts to move back out, and then I return up the path to the house. The trail is much harder on the way back, scaling the cliff upwards, like a hundred sets of stairs.

When I get back to the house, my mother and Colleen are surprisingly calm, sitting in their usual seats in the sitting room in front of the TV. My mother is changed now into dry clothes, her hair combed around her face. She watches a rerun of Family Feud intently, and I can’t help but feel the irony.

I expect Jane to show up any time now, give or take what time she left her house. I decide to make myself some breakfast while I wait, stick a rock-hard English muffin in the ancient toaster, then trek upstairs to wait for Jane in the quiet of my bedroom.

I scrimmage through my intentions for today, trying to put them in order, one after the other, like mental cue cards. I must ask her about my mother in her youth, back in the days Jane knew her. I must ask if she had any siblings, cousins, aunts that I am unaware of—specifically, anyone who may have gone by the name Ada Fraser. I must figure out who Ada is, if I want to know if she is dead. I must also figure out if my mother was prone, in the past, to criminality.

At ten thirty exactly, I watch Jane’s blue sedan finally rattle up the driveway. She parks crooked near the top of the path, blocking the path of my mother’s dilapidated car. She climbs out of the driver’s seat and for a moment stands in the gravel, lost in reflection, taking a moment to brush the wrinkles out of her pants. She looks the same as ever, all makeup and self-tanner, hair piled atop her head. She wears a low-cut blouse and a pair of khaki cut-offs, just like every other time I’ve seen her. When she’s finished primping, I watch her bumble toward the door and disappear into the house to join us. 

I run downstairs to meet her in the porch. She has already opened the door, is standing in the threshold when I reach her. She steps into the house, and immediately I am engulfed in a too-tight hug, Jane squeezing me so hard that I am lifted off the ground, truly the stuff of my nightmares. 

“Hannah Banana! It’s been so long!” She completes the hug with a full-body rock, then sets me back in place on the floor. “Oh my dear—I’m glad you called.”

“Thanks for coming.” My reply is soft and mundane-sounding, and I feel that it is not enough to match her enthusiasm. Jane doesn’t seem to notice, however, because she is too busy craning her neck around me, trying to see inside the house. Suddenly, as if the mess is my fault, I am embarrassed over the state of things. 

“Sorry for the mess of the house,” I tell her, motioning for her to leave her shoes on. “I’ve been attempting to pack”—which is a lie—”but I don’t think most of what’s here is going to be worth salvaging.”

Jane falls quiet as we move into the hallway and the full effect of the mess dawns on her. I imagine for her the hoarding is also a shock, because she has seen, too, the frantic way my mother once cleaned her space. Her eyes catch on the cobwebs, the smudges of grime on the wallpaper. She takes in the empty walls, her eyes wandering into the kitchen, and finally into the living room, where my mother is sitting. Her eyes are shiny when she finally sees her, and she whispers, pained, “Oh, Adie.”

I wonder if I should give them a moment alone together, but my mother’s eyes do not show any excitement at Jane’s presence, which encourages me to stay. For a moment, I wonder if she is going to explode—have a meltdown here in front of an old friend. But instead of anger, her face registers fear, and she begins to fumble slightly on the couch, as if looking for something. 

“Mama, Jane came to visit you.” I move carefully toward her, my heart pounding. I plead with her silently not to freak out, just to stay calm. “Do you remember Jane?”

“Jane,” she echoes, staring in her friend’s direction. Her teeth gnash together. “Jane.”

Jane, who doesn’t know to be wary, moves toward my mother and sits down on the sofa beside her. She takes one of my mother’s hands between her own and looks into her eyes. “Adie, please let me know if there’s anything you need.”

“I need to clean it up,” my mother tells her. She points to the kitchen. 

Jane follows my mother’s pointing finger and then looks toward me, as if for an answer. Is she still talking about that goddamn plate?

I shrug. “I don’t know, either.”

What follows is a half-hour of painful small-talk conversation, my mother unable to participate coherently, Colleen piping in on her behalf where possible, if possible. I feel that I am the only one on edge, afraid that at any point she is going to blow up. Jane does not let go of my mother’s hand the whole time. Her eyes are pained. I wonder if it was a good idea to invite her out here, after all.

Finally, Jane says to my mother, “Adelaide, Hannah and me are going to go into town to get some french fries. Would you like me to bring some back for you?”

My mother says softly, “Adelaide likes french fries.”

The drive is not as awkward as i expected it to be with Jane. The whole ride she is pleasant, chipper, content with any conversation. We play a brief game of catch-up; she asks me about school and congratulates me on graduation from my first degree. She tells me her biggest regret is not going to university, that she always wanted to study history. I remind her that it isn’t too late.

We pull into the Loostab exit, the car winding along the road toward the loop. I wonder if I’m going to have to run into Joanie again and endure another lengthy conversation about my life, this time with Jane beside me to stretch it even longer. She pulls down the main road, and I take in the same sights as yesterday, the same kids on the same bikes, people clustered around doorsteps engrossed in conversation, the same faded signs in the shop windows. On the corner of the strip mall is a small restaurant called Biggie’s Chips, which is a mom-and-pop chip place that specializes in deep-fried goods. Mostly fries. In fact, they specialize in fries, and sometimes, depending on the day, they might have onion rings. In my memory, it is always a teenager working there—I think the local kids take shifts for pocket money.

I go up to the window, and my suspicions are confirmed—a teen girl appears in the window, hairnet sitting uselessly on top of her head. I order a small french fries with ketchup on the side and am surprised when Jane pushes roughly in front of me to pay for my lunch. Once she’s swatted my debit card away, she orders her own, and then we stand by the counter for five minutes as we wait for our lunch to fry. The restaurant looks and smells the same as it always has, like deep fryer and lemon cleaner. 

Fries in hand, Jane and I sink into a booth in the very back of the restaurant, the texture of the clean plastic—not linty blankets—under my thighs utterly blissful. The fries are hot and delicious, to no surprise, and I realize they are the first appetizing thing I’ve eaten since I left my apartment on Sunday. (Besides the sleeve of Oreos, of course.)

“How’s Becca?” I ask as we start. I realize that Jane hasn’t mentioned her, maybe because I haven’t asked. 

“Becca is great!” Jane says, popping a fry in her mouth. “Got engaged in May. And I must say, he’s a really nice guy. An engineer from Alberta.” She takes a long swig of her Pepsi. “Relief, that she actually found someone decent. I really thought she was going to end up marrying a bum.”

“That’s great,” I say, not really sure what else to add. I don’t really feel right saying, I’m glad you’re happy she didn’t marry a bum.

I try and imagine the last time I saw Becca. I think she was around fourteen—all I remember from the visit was her new reluctance to hang out with me, an annoying twelve-year-old, and her irritation at the crummy cell service she was getting. I remember feeling disliked the whole time, defective for being so young. I remember being mad at Becca for ruining the only good day I had to look forward to.

I realize it’s been years since I’ve last spoken to Jane. She looks the same as she always has: orange with foundation, crisp from hairspray, her blonde hair piled high in a tower atop her head. She is older, though, the sun evident in the lines of her face. I study her for a moment as she stabs another mouthful of fries with her fork. A tattooed trail of paw prints runs across her collarbone, the name “Mogley” underneath them, ascribed with a date. Her nails are long, alternating shades of lime and fuchsia. Another tattoo of the number 23 is on the inside of her wrist, faded with age.

“What is that tattoo for?” I blurt out, and blush. Too bold. Too forward.

Jane chuckles and waves a hand at the air in front of me. “Ugh, you aren’t going to ask me that question, are you?”

I tell her that she doesn’t have to answer, but she shakes her head and laughs again, and her jovial demeanour convinces me that she’s actually fine with sharing, that she probably even wants to continue. “I’m just kidding. It’s just that this story will never fail to embarrass me, even almost thirty years later.”

I smile patiently and wait for her to continue. 

“Okay. This tattoo is from a point in my life when I was not the best behaved.” She grimaces playfully. “Maybe a regrettable part of my life, but no sense in getting caught up in things you can’t change.” She takes another drink of her Pepsi, finishing off the cupful. Ice shakes in the bottom of the cup. “Oh Hannah, I don’t know what your mother has told you, but we were really not good girls when we were young.”

I feel like a dog, my ears perking up at an interesting sound. Tell me more! Tell me more! 

Jane waits for me to continue, and I can tell she’s trying to gauge what I might already know, so as not to embarrass my mother with any private stories. “She’s alluded to things,” I lie, because she hasn’t alluded to anything, clearly. I’m afraid that Jane is going to stop talking, and so I make a face as if this is something I’ve known my whole life.

“Oh Hannah, if you knew the trouble we used to get into. You’d be shocked.”

I force a laugh to match hers, but internally I feel like screaming. I squeak, “Well, you can’t leave me hanging!”

“Oh, okay.” She gives in, crosses her arms on the table, and leans toward me. “Well, I don’t know if I should say this, but I think you could use a laugh right now. Okay, as you can probably tell, I was never the brains of my and your mother’s little operations. I was always just the dummy loudmouth sidekick who’d do anything for the kicks. Your mother was the smart one. She was the mastermind. She’d come up with the ideas, tell me what to do, and that would be all it took to get me going. Shocking, when you think about it. We’d be in the grocery store, and your mother would open a bag of chips from the bottom, empty it halfway, and we’d rob the liquor store by stuffing the flask in the chips.”

Jane laughs. I wonder if this is where I’m supposed to laugh, too. Instead, a lump forms in my throat.

“Or—oh, this is a bad one. Hannah, I shouldn’t tell you this.” Jane shoves her last fry in her mouth and tries to stop herself from laughing. “Once we stole a car from one of the senior boys. Your mom convinced him to let her get in the driver’s seat, and then she just drove off with it.” 

My eyes widen. I try to imagine, with no luck at all, my hermit mother taking a stolen car for a joyride. 

“Did you guys get in trouble?” I ask. 

“Lord, no. Your mom never got in trouble. She convinced the police that the boy had told her to go ahead and take it for a run. She got away with everything. Nothing fazed her. But anyways, I got the tattoo for a boy I’d been dating at the time. A real meathead. Twenty-three was his lucky number—God, Hannah, his nickname was Mud. Now, can you even imagine getting some stoner’s favourite number tattooed on your body? Don’t do it. Because you’ll end up at fifty-two eating fries in a booth, telling your friend’s kid about your old boyfriend Mud.” She continues to laugh and presses her finger into the place where the skin is dyed blue. 

I am still caught on the words She got away with everything. Your mother got away with everything.

Because I know that they’re true. 

“Jane,” I ask, and I can tell the serious tone of my own voice immediately. I clear my throat, trying to sound more calm. “Do you know someone—connected to my mother named Ada Fraser?”

“Ada Fraser? I don’t know. Sometimes we called your mother Ada, because that’s what we thought her name was.” I feel my stomach lurch, tingling with a possible answer, until Jane continues. “She used to tell us to call her Ade, though. She was pretty private, so I couldn’t tell you anything about her family, or anyone she hung out around before she met me. Christ, I didn’t even know her last name until she reached out to me years after she had you.”

I think about that for a moment. I can’t imagine not knowing my best friend’s last name. How wild was Jane, that she didn’t care? How wild was my mother, that she didn’t even tell people her full name? 

“I thought you went to high school together.” 

“Nope.” Jane shakes her head. “I think she was travelling when I met her. I think she ran away from home or something. She was a year or two older than me, never had family or anyone with her. Never talked about anyone, at least. She was staying in this shitty apartment on the worst street in town, made most of her money selling drugs or something, I think.” She snorts. She seems to have forgotten that she’s talking to Adelaide’s daughter. “I met her at a skate park. The age difference didn’t seem to matter to her, because we clicked right away.”

All I know of my mother’s family is that she didn’t want them in our life. She told me any time I asked about them simply that they were “crappy people we don’t need to be involved with.” I remember one day, out of nowhere, she told me blankly that my grandmother had died. I remember wondering where her emotion was for the death of her own mother. I didn’t know anything about my grandmother, or my grandfather; I still don’t. I don’t even know whether my grandfather is still alive. I feel a sudden urge to look for him. 

“So, why did you guys lose touch for a while?” I ask. I watch Jane carefully, wondering whether I’ve touched on a delicate issue. My mother has historically cut off quite a few people. I never understood her inability to maintain relationships.

Jane shrugs. “That was kind of a mystery, to tell you the truth. The stuff that we were into, well, you would expect it to be the nature of the beast that some of us would disappear from time to time. I guess I didn’t expect Adelaide to just up and leave on us.”

“She just—cut you off for a few years?”

Jane nods. “It wasn’t that she cut herself off from me. More so that we’d been getting into a lot of trouble, more than usual, and I think it was that she didn’t want to get caught. She left without telling me where she was going, so I wouldn’t have any leads for the police, if they put two and two together.” 

“But she never got caught?”

“Nope. I told you. She got away with everything.”

I shake my head, trying to accept the story. My mother was a criminal. A thief, a carjacker. She wrote in her novels about the types of things she did in her youth—she robbed liquor stores and stole cars and then matured into an adult who committed cheque fraud and maybe, possibly, murder. 

“Jane,” I ask, thickly. My voice must sound unsettled, because I watch her happy expression melt into concern. 

“What—what’s wrong?”

I stumble on my words at first, debating if I should say anything else. “Was my mother ever violent?” 

She looks at me funny. Suddenly, I realize how concerning my words are, and I quickly add, “She’s been really aggressive since the dementia diagnosis. I just—I want to know if she’s been this way before.”

Jane’s eyes fill with tears. She looks regretful. “Oh, honey. I didn’t realize that was going on. No wonder you’re so tired.”

I push, not patient enough for more ramblings. “Was she?”

Jane shrugs. “I never saw her get to that point, but . . . I guess she could have been.”

I nod my head and steady myself, trying to restore any normalcy to this meeting. “Thanks, Jane. It’s been a difficult time with Mom. It’s been nice to reminisce about her.”

Jane smiles and takes hold of my hands across the surface of the table. “One thing’s for sure,” Jane chuckles. “She ended up making a pretty honest living despite her rough beginning. You know—I didn’t even know she could write. Or that she wanted to.”

“She’s like a pair of dice,” I say softly. “You never know what sides you’ll land on.”

Jane laughs heartily. “You’re right about that.”

We take our time driving back to my mother’s, i assume because Jane is trying both to avoid the road damage from the storm and to extend my break from my mother. I appreciate the concern. Jane drops me off at the foot of the driveway, farther away than where she parked the first time. She doesn’t mention coming in again, I assume because she’s already had enough. I don’t blame her. She just says, “Take care, Hannah. Let me know if you need anything.”

I thank her again, take the bag of take-away french fries off the dashboard, and wave as she drives away. I watch her car disappear down the road and disappear into the trees. I spend a moment wishing deeply that Jane had been my mother. 

I need to get back into the attic and search again, more thoroughly than the first time. If she was willing to hide a full bloodied coat with little care, who knows what else she has hidden? I also need to check the last two drawers of the filing cabinet. Tonight, while they sleep. Hopefully my mother won’t wake again with the urge to clean. 

For a short while, I wander around the property and follow the footpath south to a patch of grass where I used to play. I called it the picnic spot, because it was big enough just for a blanket, shaded by one sturdy, sheltering tree. The tree is still there, its body a twisted coil of bare branches, most of the leaves blown off from the storm. I once had a tire swing that hung from the tree’s strongest branch.

For a single, peaceful moment I close my eyes and remember the feeling of pumping my legs beneath the swing until my toes could pierce the sun. I would close my eyes, until I reached the highest point of the arc, and then open them to the view of the ocean. It was like you were a triumphant eagle, gliding smoothly above the surface of the sea.

And then I remember the sounds of the blade as my mother cut the swing down because I got paint on the carpet.

My head turns back to the direction of the house, and reluctantly I start to climb the trail back up again. The house eventually falls into view, and the sick feeling spreads back over me. I take in the sight of it, the sight of misery, of distress. 

My eyes land on the notch of the roof, the funny grated window that leads to the attic. There’s a shape moving just past the glass. I lurch forward toward the house, as fast as my legs can carry me, because someone else is in the attic.
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I find the house in chaos when I return. My mother is shouting, hollering nonsense, standing in the kitchen, purple-faced. I run into the hallway and am almost hit upside the head with a projectile glass. It whips in front of me, hits the wall, and smashes. Shards of glass scatter all over the floor. She has discovered projectiles, now. Fabulous.

I brace myself as I duck into the kitchen and find my mother balancing on a chair, climbing the counter in pursuit of the hidden cast-iron frying pan. I grab onto her ankles to try and prevent her from moving any farther. She thrashes against my legs, foot swinging as she tries to nail me in the stomach. 

“Colleen?” I call, searching in desperation for some help. “Colleen?” 

There’s no answer. She’s nowhere in sight. She knows she isn’t allowed to leave my mother alone, not even for the length of a cigarette break. For what feels like a full five minutes, I play a game of tug-of-war with my mother’s feet, frantically trying to pull her down from the chair. I don’t have much luck. She kicks me hard in the side of the head.

“Mama, you need to get down from there,” I plead, knowing my efforts are futile. I wonder if the right decision is to just pull the chair out from under her, knock her off and onto the floor. Would that be less dangerous? Would a broken hip mean an earlier placement in a care facility, where she won’t be a danger to herself?

Suddenly, in my peripheral vision I see Colleen’s head pop up from the sitting room carpet. She’s been lying this whole time in front of the La-Z-Boy. I watch as she slowly stands up, rubbing the side of her head, her eyes heavy and disoriented. She pulls her hand from her temple, and I see her fingers are coated with blood. 

“Hannah?” she asks, sounding blurry. My heart begins to pound. 

“Oh my God.” I instinctively let go of my mother’s ankle to go help Colleen, but the moment I do, my mother makes another swipe for the frying pan, this time high enough that her fingers graze its handle, pulling it an inch closer. Sweet Christ. “Colleen, are you okay?” I call over my shoulder. And then a pathetic, “Mama, stop!”

“Shut up, Hannah,” my mother says, falling still for the first time since I’ve been home. Finally, my patience worn out, I jerk the chair with all my strength toward my body. My mother loses her balance and grabs at the cabinet handles to steady herself as her body crumbles and falls. It’s enough for me to pull her down to the floor again and get my arms around her shoulders. 

“Stop it! Look what you did to Colleen!” I point in Colleen’s direction. She is mopping the side of her head with her sweater now, trying to stand up fully, balancing her weight on the La-Z-Boy. 

At the sight of Colleen’s blood, my mother’s face distorts with disgust. She looks at me in panic and begins to shake her head back and forth. “It’s so messy!” she screams. “Clean it up, Hannah!” 

Colleen finishes getting up and takes a moment to balance herself without the aid of the chair. “We’re going to have to leave tonight, Hannah.” She walks to the side table of the couch, picks up my mother’s daily pill container, and flips open the Tuesday slot. “All this over a few pills. Not worth it. They should admit her to hospital until Thursday if she’s this out of control.”

“No,” my mother says, twisting in my grasp as Colleen approaches with the pills. “No, I won’t!” I feel the sudden strain of her jaw in my arm and notice the way she’s trying to slither farther down my body to align her teeth with my skin. Trying to bite me. 

I jerk her upright, uncaring whether I hurt her or scare her. “Mama,” I tell her, a sudden fierceness to my voice. “Take the pills.”

My mother refuses to comply. Instead, she continues to twist in my arms until Colleen must open her jaw with her fingers and put them, forcibly, into her mouth. The sight is borderline disturbing; never did I expect to have to force-feed medication to my mom when they told me she had dementia. I figured the worst of it would be coping with her forgetting my name. Right now, I wish for that anguish. I wish for the simple sadness that I expected. That I deserve.

She holds the pills in her mouth until she can’t take the taste anymore, and then swallows in a bout of defeat. I sigh, squeezing her slightly in my arms. I feel like I want to cry. For a few minutes we stay just like we are; I hold my mother in the kitchen, feeling the building limpness of her body as the medication kicks in and calms her to stillness. Colleen leaves me there and sees to the wound on her head, dabbing at the cut with wet paper towels. 

“How bad is it, do you think?” I ask her. I can’t see the wound as she cleans it. All I can see are the winces in her eyes. Tears fill my own eyes and roll down my face. I wish I could wipe them away, but if I move my hands, my mother will fall to the floor. 

She shrugs. “I don’t even know what she hit me with. Maybe a shard from that glass she threw?”

“Possible.” I try and pivot myself away from Colleen so she won’t see me cry. “Did you pass out?” I feel my mother losing the strength in her legs and shuffle her toward the couch. I drop her into the cushion, fold her body over so that she can lie comfortably, and watch for a few moments as she falls asleep. 

“No,” Colleen says. “It wasn’t that bad. I just ducked while she was throwing things, stayed down, and ended up getting cut. I’m lucky it didn’t get me in the eye.”

I take a moment to wipe my eyes and collect myself. The cry is incomplete—I’m going to have to go upstairs soon and sob my guts out into my pillow to recharge. 

“We’ll leave tomorrow,” i say. Colleen is right; it is time. We are not safe enough to wait until Thursday. Tomorrow is another day full of opportunities for one of us to get seriously hurt. Tonight, even, holds a chance of danger. It is not worth it to me. The mystery can wait if right now it’s going to cost me my life.

“We should leave tonight, Hannah. Look what happened last night.”

I shake my head, instantly. The roads are not safe to conquer at night around here, especially after a storm. Jane and I saw the mess of the roads as we drove back from Loostab, all blown-in trees and rocks and flooded potholes. The night, on top of the mess, makes it impossible to avoid those potholes and obstructions; you are pushed to the edge of the road, where the pavement is weak and corroded. There are no lights for kilometres, and an abundance of moose, coyotes, and bears that wander into the road. We are at a higher risk of being seriously injured on the journey if we leave tonight. It is already nearly evening, and we haven’t even packed the car. That would be at least four hours in the pitch dark in the middle of the highway. 

“It’s not safe,” I decide. “We’ll leave as early as we can tomorrow, at dawn.”

Colleen agrees. “Okay. I’ll trust your judgment,” she says. “Let’s just get out of here as soon as possible.”

I nod. We will leave as soon as I get what I need from the attic.

I leave Colleen in the kitchen, to finish nursing her head, and retire to my room. Closing the door behind me, I lean against the wood and try again to collect myself. I have one night to find what I’m looking for, to attempt to remedy the mystery that is holding me hostage here, tethering me to this windy hill. I have one night, twelve hours, to find it. Whatever it is that I’m looking for. 

I push open my bedroom door and begin to head in the direction of the attic. I have to do one last search of it, uninterrupted, to make sure that I’ve found everything my mother has been hiding up there. I think about the shadow in the window, wondering if there really was someone up there, or if it was just a trick of my hyperactive imagination. Colleen wouldn’t have been up there—she was nursing a gash on the side of her head. My mother was ransacking the kitchen. It couldn’t have been either of them, so maybe it was no one at all.

I step into the upstairs hallway and find that the attic ladder has been shut again, secured tightly into place. Someone has closed it since this morning. I don’t even know how to open it from down here in the hallway. I can’t even reach the latch’s handle. I peer over the railing and look down to where Colleen is moving around downstairs. Will she hear me if I drag my chair from my room to stand on? Will she question what I’m doing up here?

I decide that I don’t have the choice to worry right now and that I must go, anyway. My mother is asleep, and I don’t know when I’ll have another chance to do this. I grab the armchair out of my room and pull it toward the hall, trying my best not to squeak the chair’s legs on the floor. I position it just under the hatch to the attic. 

I climb up and onto the chair, one leg and then the next, leaning most of my weight on the railing beside me, knowing that at any moment the chair may tip and throw me over the stairs. The chair rocks, once, falls back into place. I take a steadying breath and try again. 

Once I’m standing, I grip onto the latch for balance and for action and pull, watching it push up the door and shift the ladder out. I feel the lurch of the structure as the ladder folds out of storage and into place. I push off the railing with a wobbly foot and move backward, out of the way, as the ladder collapses downward. The familiar grind of metal and crunch of wood. Success. I mentally high-five myself. 

Not wasting time to put the chair back, I glance over the railing to check for unwanted guests and climb the flight of steps. I pull myself into the attic, pleased with my craftiness for just a moment, until I have a chance to adjust to the light and look around. 

Something is wrong. Something is different. The feeling that sits in my stomach—the same one I got when I found my room in disarray—is that this place has been trifled with since I’ve last been in here. The trunk protrudes from under the bed just a slight inch more from where I left it; the peach comforter is a little more dishevelled, as if it’s been sat on again. One of the lower drawers of the wardrobe is hanging open, keeping the swinging doors ajar. I am positive that I closed it the last time I was here. To anyone but me, the changes are inconspicuous. I know it is silly to speculate, and that there is no possible proof that any of my suspicions are correct, but I know what I saw when I was outside. I know the condition I left this attic in. I didn’t close the door in full. I didn’t leave the drawers open. And that means someone was in the attic, looking for something like I was. Looking for something that I had probably already found.

I sit on the edge of the bed and let out a soft breath. For the first time I acknowledge the feeling that has consumed me for days: what I feel is not guilt, or apprehension, but fear. Something about my mother is not right. Something about my mother is not typical, not usual, not even close. Has she been up here, snooping around, trying to figure out what I know? Or was it just Colleen? 

Maybe it was Colleen, having stumbled upon the attic. Maybe she was overtaken with curiosity, as I was. She is bold, and it wouldn’t surprise me to find out she’s been snooping. Maybe it was her, and maybe my mother launched a fit while Colleen was in the attic, unattended. It makes sense. It feels like a reasonable explanation. 

But the simplicity of that scenario does not soothe me. The rule that suggests the simplest explanation should always be sought is wrong—there is nothing simple, nor good, about this. I am running on nothing but a humble gut feeling—but my gut has never been wrong.

I scan around, grab the handle of the trunk, and pull it from under the bed. Inside is the coat, but shuffled. The dresser drawers still have the men’s clothing inside; the desk chair still holds the woman’s sweater. It seems that nothing has been taken—but maybe it is still worth looking around. I walk toward the desk again, nearly tumbling into the corner of it as my foot hitches in something protruding from the floor. I look down and see that my foot has sunk into a rut in the floorboards, a rut that exists from an upturned board that sits in its position upright, bound to a tiny gold hinge. 

I was wrong. Something has been taken from the attic. Something I missed when I first found this place. I sit up and run my fingers along the edges of the compartment in the floor. A brick-sized chamber, a floorboard its lid. On top, the hinge is painted brown. Unless you knew to look, you would never notice it there.

My mother has been up here. My mother is aware enough in her mind to have returned to a hiding place she’s been nursing for twenty years. She is well enough to know that I am on to her, that I know something about her past she has tried to bury. I stand up. I clap shut the hidden compartment with the front of my foot and stand for a minute with gritted teeth. Whatever it is she took from up here, I will find it, and I will ensure it falls into the right hands.

I sweep along the floor, running my fingers in every groove, every rut, looking for another compartment. Maybe there are more hiding places that I cannot see. I start beneath the window and move laterally across the space. I find nothing else, only the single hidden compartment that has been emptied. I want to scream. I pound my fist against the bed and a cloud of dust sprays upward, hovering above the peach comforter. Nothing. Nothing left for me to find here. 

I decide it is a waste of time to continue in a space that has been cleared out. I still need to finish my inspection of the filing cabinet—before my mother has a chance to go downstairs herself. She doesn’t have the keys, which means I must get down there before she tries the wrong keys and figures out that I’ve switched them. That will be a turning point. That will be war.

I slip quietly back into my bedroom and twist the deadbolt shut. The chair I just stood on to get into the attic, I jam its high back beneath the metal doorknob and tuck it tightly in place so that no one can get to me. Locked in, secure as I can be, I take a deep breath and try to soothe the storm burning on in my head. 

For the first time, I feel that I am truly unsafe. My safety, now, feels like it is slipping from the control of my fingers. I do not know the integrity of my mother’s illness; I do not know the true capacity of her abilities. I don’t know what she’s capable of, what she is willing to do to keep Ada Fraser buried in the trove of her lies. 

I know that she has a criminal history, one she has managed to keep at bay for the twenty-three years I’ve been alive. She has receipts belonging to somebody else’s RESP accounts that she has been cashing since 1998. She ran a B&B operation for years in the past, out of an attic I didn’t know existed. She is cold and calculating and is now very, very aggressive. Uninhibited. I do not threaten her. I do not pose enough of a reason to be anything but calm, civilized.

And it is not my life only that is at risk here now, which contributes to the pressure that expands inside me. Downstairs, blissfully unaware of the perhaps sinister nature of her unmanageable client, my hired hospice nurse tends to a wound on her head. An injury that she got from my mother when I failed to provide her with backup. My stomach roils as I think of Colleen. What if my searching gets her hurt? What if my actions aggravate my mother to the point of violence and Colleen is the collateral damage? I could wait to search when my mother has been placed into care, is in better hands (and more hands than four). But once she reaches care, the deeds of the house will be transferred to me, which means an inspection will take place, which probably means the house will be condemned and I will be banned from going inside of it.

So the digging, the searching, it has to be now. I cannot risk losing the house before I get the answers it holds.

The picture of Ada and Adelaide sits under my pillow. I pull it out and stare at the poor woman with her eyes scratched out, tears welling in my own with frustration. Who are you? I ask her. What happened to you?

My laptop chimes suddenly, alerting me to a Facebook notification. I open it quickly, open my message box, and find a new message from Philip Karson.

Hi Hannah, you’re not going to believe this, but I managed to find several pictures from my stay at your mother’s B&B on one of the portable hard drives I brought with me on this trip (talk about luck!). Here they are. I am assuming you are the baby in these, so enjoy some new photos from your past! Have a great day!

Philip.

My heart pounds. I enlarge the email and see that four attachments are pinned to the bottom. JPEG images, large in file size. I draw a breath, afraid of what I may find when I click on them. Mostly afraid I may find nothing at all. 

I grit my teeth and click on the first attachment. The image is a picture of me, unmistakably, alone. I am a beaming toddler, probably no more than two. My head is topped with a mop of curly brown hair, my eyes are wide and blue, deep dimples in either of my cheeks. I sit atop a blanket on the grass before the ocean, as I do in most other childhood pictures. I am reaching to someone behind the camera, a tiny, dimpled hand folded into a proto-point. I am probably pointing to my mother, or to Philip, maybe. I am laughing. 

Cute, but useless. I click into the next.

The second image takes longer to load and buffers top-down in thin stripes from the house’s bad Internet connection. Slowly, an image is revealed. A photo again of baby me, wrapped in the protective arm of my mother. 

She is in the same white dress as in the picture from the piano. She is squeezing me in the photo, laughing, and I am reaching my little hands again in the direction of the photographer. I look like every other cantankerous baby, just a little prettier, the beauty of Philip’s photos making the images shine. I stare for a moment at my mother in the image, the tight grip she has on my waist despite my body twisting away from her hip. Her hold is chilling—a little too involved, a little too controlling. Maybe to any unaware onlooker, it is the grasp of a loving mother, desperate for the snuggles of her newly active toddler. To me, it is a testament to her possessiveness, a foreshadowing to what will later become. 

I click the third image. It is of a cliffside, and my heart begins to pound as I notice the picture is of three people. I recognize myself first, and the same white dress of my mother from before. Thirdly, recognizable by her long brown hair and matching white dress, is Ada Fraser.

An anxious sweat breaks out on my forehead as I realize what I’m staring at. In this photo, I am in Ada’s arms instead of my mother’s. The three of us are back-on, staring out over the cliff to the ocean beyond. I am leaning my little body against Ada’s side, a lock of her hair twisted around my fingers at the back of her head. My mother has a hand pinching the toes of one of my sneakers, as if she can’t let go of me, even for a moment. Ada Fraser seems unaware of my mother’s hand. She holds me with ease, her arm wrapped loosely around me, our heads pressed slightly together.

I click the final image and swallow as it loads quickly. It is the picture of Ada Fraser and my mother, the same one that I already have. For a few moments, I just stare at the image, dumbfounded, as if I am unable to process what I am looking at. 

She is so beautiful. Her face is bright and cheerful, eyes alive with hope and joy. She looks as if she is just coming down from a good laugh, her blue eyes fixated on something beyond the fourth wall of the camera. Maybe it’s me? Am I toddling around in the background causing mischief, making Ada and Adelaide laugh? Is Philip Karson just hilarious, part of how he can get such beautiful pictures? 

I reach forward and gently touch Ada’s face through the laptop screen. A sick feeling starts to grow in the pit of my stomach. It is worse than I thought. She and my mother were close. They look so close in the images that their connection looks foreign to me, because my mother has never shared a connection like that with anyone before. I have never seen her look to another person to hold me, to share in my childhood moments. She has never had a picture taken with Jane. I have never seen any of her with my father. Whoever this woman was, she shared a connection with Adelaide Fitzgerald that broke the mold of anyone else. And I don’t believe you can be that close with someone and never mention them again unless you try very, very hard. Ada was important to her, at least at some point. At least at this point.

And yet her eyes have been scratched from a photo, and her money lies stolen among my mother’s personal things.

I wipe a tear that has travelled to the edge of my jaw. For a few moments my hands linger over the top of the keys as I try to think of a response to send Philip Karson, to thank him, to grill him, to ask him if he’s willing to meet me. I don’t know what to say to him. My thoughts are blurred from the distraction of Ada Fraser’s picture. 

I try out a few messages and settle finally on the following: Thank you so much for sharing these. They mean a great deal to me during this tough time. I had no idea that the photo I sent you was only half of the image. For years my mother kept it on the piano folded like that. I think it was the only picture she’s ever liked of herself, LOL.

Thanks again, Hannah.

Just as I send the message, Philip Karson’s status switches to offline. Dammit. I want to scream at him to come back through the screen.

I stare again at the image of Ada Fraser. Her face is haunting, painfully innocent. Is there some way I am interpreting this all wrong? Mixing up the facts? Jumping to conclusions inappropriately? 

But I know that I’m not. I know my mother, and I know that something is very wrong. The woman in this photo, this elusive Ada Fraser—she is a victim of my mother’s, somehow, some way. They shared a close relationship, and instinct tells me that like all the rest of her connections, whatever bond they shared became volatile. 

I open a new window in my browser. I type the words Tickle Cove town census. If there is anything my arts degree gave me, it is the appreciation of town and city census records. Google offers me several links, the first being a page containing all the archives to date. I click it and scroll through the list, looking for years prior to 1998. If Ada is someone related to my mother, it is possible that she will turn up in the town census as a member of the family. Maybe even just a neighbour.

I move my cursor to the F’s and find only three on the list—and all of them are Fitzgeralds. Fitzgerald, Adelaide. Fitzgerald, Edwin. Fitzgerald, Siobhan. I click on Edwin Fitzgerald’s name. The names of my grandparents. As little as my mother ever spoke of my grandparents, I know some things about them, managed to combine scraps of information about them through the years into a blurry picture. Once, I caught my mother using an odd Gaelic phrase and weaseled out of her that her parents were immigrants, Irish Catholics from southern Belfast. Her mother, she said, spoke strictly in Gaelic for most of her childhood. 

The records online match what I already know of them, mostly, nothing new coming to life in the reports. Indeed Irish immigrants, arrived in North America in 1964. They appeared to have shuffled around for a few years, finally settling in a tiny town called Tickle Cove. Edwin was a doctor. Siobhan was a homemaker. They had their first and only daughter, Adelaide Mae, in 1967. My mother. 

Ada Fraser does not appear anywhere on the list. I check the following year, and then the year after. I check the census records of surrounding towns, again without any luck. Ada Fraser does not appear in any of the censuses that could suggest they grew up together. I rule out a sibling. Maybe a cousin? But her parents were Irish. Fraser does not sound much like an Irish surname. But where do you start?

I type Siobhan Fitzgerald Ireland into the search bar and am greeted with 100 different links, all pointing me in some separate direction, to some different region, country, continent. The first link brings me to a Twitter profile, a nineteen-year-old American who proclaims, with a four-leaf-clover emoji, that you should “Kiss me, I’m Irish!” I decide that it is not worth the headache to rely on Google for a record of my mother’s potential extended family—it will be too hard to track down a trail not knowing what I am looking for. I don’t even know my grandmother’s maiden name; it does not appear on the census or the immigration documents, because they were married long before they moved here. If Ada Fraser exists somewhere along my distant family tree, I am not going to find her without more search criteria.

A shot in the dark, I type into the Google search bar Ada Fraser. Again, nothing concrete, nothing worth checking into. None of the women Facebook offers me look anything like the photo I have of her or match the age she would be today. I scroll mindlessly through Facebook’s suggestions until they run out of Adas to show me. Certainly none of the rest make feasible sense, and I finally give up, too lost in the vast ocean of the Internet. 

Could I do an ancestry test and find her somewhere along the family tree? Swab my cheek and find out if we’re linked? I bury my face in my hands. That would be stupid. Time-consuming, expensive. The reality is that I don’t have enough information to do a reliable scouring of Newfoundland’s entire population for one singular person. I have one name, and then nothing.

I close my eyes. Jane knows nothing about my mother’s past. Jane knows nothing, really, even about her present. She is just another dead end in this stupid rat race. 

And no one else knows anything about my mother at all, because she has spent the last twenty years living life as a shut-in hermit. The only people who may know anything about my mother are the people she’s shared a close relationship with. The list is me, Jane, and my dad. And it hits me—my dad.

A new idea buds in the pit of my stomach. the idea is sour, unappealing, a last-resort type of solution that I am quite certain will fail. I reach for my phone, stare at it for a while too long, and then begrudgingly dial my father’s number. 

Chet Plum is not a man who is easy to talk to on the phone. Not that he ever called me a great deal, but as a girl, oh, there was no greater sense of dread I felt than when I saw his name on my caller ID. He is slow, and unprepared, his conversations small and pointless. He stammers when he speaks and interrupts you (unintentionally) over and over again. I prepare myself for the torment and lean back on my bed as the call connects. Why am I doing this to myself? Why?

The dial tone lulls three times before there is an answer. My father picks up and sputters a wet, “Hello?”

“Hi, Dad?” I reply, rather awkwardly. And then I feel the need to clarify, just in case calling him Dad wasn’t enough. “Uh—this is Hannah.”

“Hannah?” His voice sounds shocked. It makes me feel briefly like a bad person, that he sounds so surprised to hear from me. Maybe I should call him more so it doesn’t come as such a shock. I have to remind myself that the phone works two ways. A line from my mother from college, before her illness: “Hannah—hi! How are you? Are you okay?”

I force my eyes shut and take a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m fine, Dad. Nothing’s wrong. Well, nothing is good, really, but nothing right now is abjectly wrong.” I sound like a blundering idiot and wish that I could rewind the phone call and start again.

“All right, good.” He sounds confused. He is already growing uncomfortable with the conversation, because he doesn’t have anything rehearsed to say. So far this has been a cringe-worthy phone call, worth all the dread. There is a pit of uncomfortable silence as I build up the nerve to ask the major question of the call. I open my mouth, which has grown dry, and wait for the words to tumble forward. They don’t. I gulp audibly before finally choking, “Dad, I have to ask you some questions about my mom.”

A new silence, thick as a velvet curtain. We have never, ever talked about my mother. Not once, in any of our conversations, or during any of the times we’ve been together. In the summers when he’d pick me up, I’d watch his car roll into the driveway, walk down to meet it, get inside, and leave my mother behind both physically and mentally. He wouldn’t question her absence in dropping me off or inquire about her during my stay. The closest we’d get to discussing her would be my father asking what time she wanted me to be home on our last day. 

I wonder if he’s never asked about her because he is simply uninterested in her life. Maybe he truly just doesn’t care about her. Or maybe it’s the inverse, and he spent too many years pining away from lovesickness, my mother the cause of his many alcoholic relapses, a constant stab in his weak heart. (I sincerely doubt the latter, and knowing my dad the way I do, the former seems to be the most fitting.) I can’t picture anything really taking an emotional toll on my father. I also can’t picture my mother, in all her contentious charm, being the thing to take such a toll on him. 

“Your mother?” he finally asks. “Well—what would you need to know about your mother?”

I swallow. I don’t really know how I’m going to be coy in what I’m trying to ask, so I decide to take the snowball approach and just start with, “What was she like?”

“Well—” He sighs. “Hannah, wouldn’t you know that better than me?”

He is filibustering, the tactic he normally uses to get out of talking about something he doesn’t want to talk about. It makes me angry that he is doing this now, this soon into the conversation. I have never asked him for anything in our entire relationship, and so today I decide will be the day I make him cannonball into the pool of fatherly sacrifices. I will make him endure a conversation that makes him uncomfortable.

“I mean, when you knew her. Before I came along. Come on, Dad, you know what I’m asking you.”

My father says nothing for a few moments. The only sound on the other line is that of his tobacco-defected breathing. “God, Hannah, I wouldn’t know what to say about your mother. Truth is I barely even knew her that well, myself.” I hear the creak of a sofa as he sits himself down into one. I can see the blue corduroy as clearly as if I’m there myself. He’s talking slowly, playing his words carefully, tactfully, so he won’t offend her in case she’s listening. “I met your mother in the middle of a strand of bad decisions. And maybe she was another one of those bad decisions, because hell, nothing was good about us.”

A lump forms in my throat. Sometimes late at night, when I think too much, I wonder if I’m even supposed to be here at all. I spent a lot of my life feeling wanted too much or not at all, never that healthy balance that kids who were planned must feel. No one ever seemed blissfully content around me—my mother was tightly wound and fiery, my father stiff and dejected. I always assumed that it was my fault, for being too messy, too annoying, too needy. Was I the big mistake that had rattled them apart? My father’s words pick at the scab therapy has attempted to heal. Maybe she was another one of my mistakes. 

“Adelaide was a whole entire hurricane,” he continues. “Mommy issues, daddy issues, issues with men. I think I met her at a party one night. Yeah—yeah. It was a party. She was new to town, and that was all I knew about her. I don’t know what she liked about me, but she kept showing up where I went, like she meant to cross paths with me. We’d get talking, and then she’d drink with me, keep me company at night. I started to like her, too. Started thinking maybe it was meant to be or something.”

He stops. Reflects. I try to imagine them together, sitting on some 1990s sofa, chewing tobacco, passing a tequila bottle back and forth. The picture of them in the same place won’t load, like they are two south ends of a magnet in my brain, refusing to meet. Their faces won’t adhere to the people in the image. 

“Is that what you wanted to know?”

“Not all of it,” I say sheepishly. I scramble for a next question, something that will keep him talking. “When did you know it was doomed?”

“Oh God, I knew it was doomed from the start. She wanted things from me that I was in no state to give her. She wanted attention, and reassurance—no, what she wanted was constant assurance.” He sighs. “And when I wasn’t in the right state of mind to give her those things. I was unkind and uncaring. And she was damn explosive, like a goddamn dragon.”

I mouth the word explosive carefully, slowly. Explosive. That’s it. That’s the word. The best definition I can think of to describe my mother’s demeanour.

“I’d get drunk, and she’d start hollering for me to knock off drinking. And I couldn’t take hollering, criticism, because I was a drunken coward back then. So I’d leave her there, try to walk away, and she’d come after me full force. I had to fight just to keep her quiet so the neighbours wouldn’t think I was pounding on her or something. I was scared all the time that she was going to get me in trouble, because I couldn’t predict her moods, and I never lived up to the expectations she set out for me.”

I shudder. I resonate, deeply, with his words, because I lived that way, too. The insecurity of how you should act, what you should say, how much you should say it. Some mornings I’d slip quietly into the kitchen and wait for cues to see how I should act toward her, to test if she wanted space or attention. And then I’d hear from the sitting room, Someone’s moody this morning, and she’d accuse me of not wanting to speak to her.

My father continues. “And then she got pregnant, and, well, I guess you know how that went.” He breathes a laugh, even though it isn’t really funny.

“She cut ties with you,” I reply softly. “She ran off with me.”

“No, not right away,” he says gently. “At first, we tried to make it work.” He swallows. “But we just couldn’t.” Pause. I never knew they’d been together at first. My mother had always alluded she’d been a single mother since I was in utero. She never made it sound like a failed relationship—she’d always described the situation like an abandonment. Maybe I should have expected that it wasn’t just a one-sided rejection. “Or maybe I just couldn’t make it work, give myself to something other than liquor. I was in no shape to support a wife and a baby. To be honest, I think my presence would have been worse for that poor baby, because I was such a no-good.” I hear the sudden flick of a lighter. I wonder what he is smoking. I imagine him with a cigar, like the ones I remember from years ago. “She was always fighting with her parents, which made things even worse because they hated me, and they hated her almost as much as me.” I hear him chuckle darkly. “Lord in heaven, there was no break from the controversy.”

“Her parents,” I mumble. Something else the two of us have never talked about. “My grandparents.”

“Yeah,” he says. “Real headaches, those two were.”

“I never knew them,” I tell him. “She never had contact with them.”

“Never?” he asks, which catches me off guard. “Wow.” Is it funny that he doesn’t know that already?

“Why wow?”

“Because even though she spent most of her time running away from ’em, she never stopped answering to them.” He sniffs. “And they certainly never stopped shoving themselves in her business.” Pause. “I always thought that she wanted a relationship with her dad, despite how badly they got along. I just think her mother made it too hard for them to have any good interactions. And he was her devotee, was never choosing Adelaide over Adelaide’s ma.”

I think back to my mother, trying, too hard, to be a mother. And I think of Jane’s stories of the cunning Ade, the slick troublemaker who didn’t have a family. It all makes sense, though the picture is still blurry.

“So, what happened? How did it finally end?”

My father sighs. It takes him a minute to speak again.

“One morning, I stumbled in late from some dumb party, and the two of you had gone.” His words are quiet, laced with pain. “She’d packed up all her stuff, all your stuff, and left. She wrote me a note. And you know something? I didn’t even read it until weeks later, when it finally hit me that I’d destroyed my entire family.”

His voice is suddenly thick with emotion. I wonder if he’s crying. I realize that I’ve never seen my father cry. I’ve never heard him talk about his past. It has never occurred to me that he has regrets about our past together, that maybe he wanted a relationship with me, and not just because it was what he was supposed to want. It’s just hard to believe, because I’ve never seen him doing anything to correct the mistakes. I’ve never seen him try, hard, to do right by us—the effortless way we spent summers, eating boxed mac and cheese on his stinky blue corduroy sofa, watching movies I’d already seen. I say nothing. I wait for him to regain his composure and talk to me. 

“Hannah,” he says, hesitates. “I’m sorry, Hannah. I wasn’t there.”

I don’t say anything. I can’t. I feel like my throat is plugged with my tongue. 

“And your mother, she might’ve been a loose cannon, but she still deserved to have someone who cared about her.” He stops again. I’m about to speak, when he says, “And looking back, it wouldn’t have taken that much of me to give her the attention she wanted. Maybe if I’d put down the bottle long enough I would’ve seen that.”

I wipe a tear from my eye. I try to imagine the pain of losing everything you have. I try and imagine wandering into a place in your life where your choices become the ruination of everything that matters to you. Of having to live with the regrets of those choices. A voice in me screams not to buy into his sob story, to let him be accountable for everything he screwed up, but I can’t help but frown at the story as he tells it.

“I hope you’re doing okay there,” he says. “And—if you need anything, and I mean anything at all, please let me know and I’ll be there.”

“Thanks.”

Another silence, uneasy, but softer. The tension has dissolved. 

“Is that—all you wanted to know?”

I shake my head, realize he can’t see me, and then interject. “No. One more thing. Do you ever remember anyone in her life named Ada Fraser?”

He takes a long breath and moans in contemplation. “Not that my memory from then is very reliable, but no, no one of that name springs to mind.”

My heart sinks once more, because again I’ve only confirmed what I’ve already known to be true—that my mother’s character makes sense with the crimes I am accusing her of. And that Ada Fraser is unknown to anyone who can help me.

“Thanks, Dad. Talk to you soon.” I hang up the phone, sit on the edge of my bed, hold a pillow up to my face, and scream. 

For the first time, I admit to myself the truth that I believe in. 

I think that my mother is a murderer. 

Which means I am trapped in a lonely house on the side of a cliff with a murderer. And now the sun is going down.







thirteen

The last two drawers of the filing cabinet are the only resource I have left to find any usable information on Ada Fraser and her connection to my mother. I do not feel optimistic anymore, instead amply tread upon. I feel silly for my high hopes of finding the truth, as if it would have been simple. I should have known it’d be nightmarish, trying to find a woman who has been gone without a trace for twenty years, almost. A woman who seems to have no record, no concerned family, no one who’s looking for her.

I listen at the railing again for any noise downstairs. I can hear the soft pattering of Colleen’s footsteps as she rummages around in the kitchen, probably making dinner for my mother, who I can still hear snoring softly. She is still asleep from the medication and will soon be preoccupied with dinner, which means I have a little more time to dig.

I cross the hallway and turn the knob to her bedroom door, holding my breath as I step through the threshold. The smell of trash and stale air is even stronger than before, and for a moment as I cross into her space, my mind wanders to what the origin of the smell could be. I talk myself out of the possible existence of a body in the closet. There is no way a body is rotting in my mother’s closet. Decomposing bodies don’t smell like mouldy wood. Do they? 

I scan the room briefly and try to identify the source of the smell. It seems like it’s coming from all directions, circling around the room by her ceiling fan. I drop to my hands and knees and crawl toward the bed, pulling back the hanging comforter and peering beneath. Under the mattress I see piles of nothing: used tissues, balls of dust, dirty dishes, more clothes. I reach under and pull a dried apple peel from where it has melted, adhered to the floor, dried out, and left a slimy trail in its path. Under the bed is dirty, but it’s not where the smell is coming from.

I stand up again and take a reluctant sniff of the air. It’s coming, seemingly now, from the closet. I cringe at the thought of opening the door and being faced with the filth that is waiting for me on the other side. But if I don’t go through it, the people who close the house will, and I will never know the truth.

My hands shake as I approach the closet and pull open the doorknob. It pulls, folds, and opens. Immediately I am choked by an acrid odour twice as strong as before. She’s been hoarding in this closet, too, garbage oozing everywhere.

Most of the hangers are empty, and piles of trash litter the closet carpet. I pull the collar of my T-shirt and stretch it over my face, a pathetic attempt to shield myself from the dirty air, and reach for a garbage bag. It is tied at the top, spotted with mould. I drop it before my feet and gag at the odour. Moisture lines the plastic, making it sweat.

I can’t bring myself to open it. I’m too nauseated from the smell. I know already that it’s only full of garbage; I can smell the banana peels and the eggshells from outside the bag. I push farther into the closet and pull out another bag. It’s more garbage. Her closet is full of rotting trash bags stuffed with garbage. But why? I don’t understand this sudden change in her personality. She was never, ever sloppy like this, she was always precisely the opposite. Once, she was a stereotypical compulsive neat freak. She washed and dried the dishes as soon as she finished eating her meal. She’d stand on chairs for hours, scrubbing the lining of the windows with toothbrushes. She changed the garbage every single day.

I throw the bags back into the closet, unable to dig through the mess any more. I scan around the perimeter of the space, trying my hardest not to vomit, and notice the black spores of mould that have begun to spider their way up the walls. I shut the closet door behind me. We are going to be condemned. 

There is suddenly noise in the distance, and quietly I slip out of my mother’s room, shutting the door again behind me. I peer over the railing, trying to see what’s going on downstairs. The wind blows a loud breath, and the house rattles in its quake. 

“Hannah, is another storm supposed to start tonight?” Colleen calls up through the stairs, as if she knows I’m standing at the top. 

“I don’t think so,” I say, crossing the hall back into my bedroom. I pick up my phone and open my weather app. Sure enough, a wind warning glows red on the screen. No, not again.

I hurry downstairs. “Wind warning,” I tell Colleen, who is knitting, as usual. My mother is now awake but nearly catatonic on the sofa beside her. 

Colleen sighs. “Again?”

I nod. “Pretty typical out here this time of year.”

Another gust shakes the house. My mother seems to notice the wind this time. Her eyes roam around the walls as if looking for the source of the noise. 

“Is she okay?” I ask Colleen lowly, nudging my head toward my mother. My mother does not respond. Her eyes are glazed, her mouth hanging open slightly, the movement of her head slow and languid. 

“Yeah, she’s fine,” Colleen says. “But I don’t think diazepam is the best choice for her. I’ll talk to the doctor when we get into town tomorrow.”

If we get into town tomorrow, I want to say, but I don’t. I am praying that the wind will die down, that the storm will calm by morning. The sun has begun to set now, leading into another windy night. 

My eyes roam the piano, the other pictures my mother has set up there. Pictures of me, of us, of the view from our kitchen window. Our life has been pathetically stagnant for so long now. So much of it exists at a standstill, nothing changing. It is almost embarrassing how little variation exists between all of my memories. 

I step toward the piano a little closer and pick up a photo of my mother and me. I am a toddler still, older than in the images Philip Karson took, probably just over three. My mother and I are sitting beneath a tree, having a picnic at our special spot. My tire swing hangs ominously in the background. A long blue blanket sits under us, a fleece, a gift to me for Christmas. The security blanket I kept for years. I can still feel the silky blue texture rubbing against my face, the comfort of the softness irreplaceable. And then I feel the inconsistent softness of another blanket’s woollen, patchy surface. I close my eyes and feel the sun hot on my face, the itchy cloth beneath my bare legs. 

I remember the coat, where it is from. In this memory it is beneath my body, protecting me from the wet grass. I am happy, warm. I am on a picnic with someone other than my mother. 

I open my eyes and bite down on the inside of my lip so as not to gasp. I remember the coat. I have seen it, touched it, many years before. I remember who owned it—and I think that I remember Ada Fraser. I think it was her coat. I turn to my mother, still sitting on the couch, staring intently at my back. Her jaw moves open once, twice, and just as she is finally about to speak, the room falls black with a dying buzz of the electric wires. 

“Annnnd there goes the power,” Colleen says, sighing. 

The wind roars outside, shouting out its glory. I look around the room, trying to make out basic shapes to feel my way out. My mother is mumbling from the sofa, probably terrified, probably very confused. Or maybe not at all. 

But here in the dark, I see a window emerging, a chance to get into the basement unnoticed. A reason to go down in the dark, alone, and an excuse for what will inevitably take me so long.

“I’m going to have to get some candles,” I tell Colleen. I pull my phone out of my pocket and illuminate the sitting room with my flashlight. My mother’s eyes are open, wide, and I almost, for a moment, feel sorry for her. “I’m right here, Mama.”

My mother swats at the air, I suppose in search of my hands. I take her wrist gently and ease her to her feet. She wobbles and sways. “Hannah.”

“What, Mama?”

“So dark,” she whispers. I shine my flashlight under her face so she can see where her feet are, where she is standing.

“The power went out,” I tell her. “I only have this one flashlight. I’m going to go downstairs and get some candles, okay?”

“Do you want me to go get them?” Colleen asks. I can’t see where she is standing in the dark. “I don’t mind.”

“That’s all right, I doubt you’ll be able to find them down there in the dark.” I swirl my light around the room, trying to find her, and notice she’s now standing on the threshold of the sitting room, in the doorway that is closest to the basement. 

“I’m sure I can manage,” she argues. My mother begins to tug on my sleeve and mumble impatiently. 

“Can you stay here with Mom?” I ask her. I pull on my mother’s arm and guide her to where Colleen is standing. Colleen stares at my mother and then looks to me. “Please?” I ask. “I’ll be as quick as I can.” 

Colleen says nothing, but in the darkness I see her move toward my mother in obedience. I point my flashlight behind me, to find my way out of the sitting room, and leave. I scurry through the hallway, almost to the basement door, when I realize I am missing something—my mother’s keys. I reverse course in the direction of my bedroom and hurry up the stairs. I can hear my mother’s rising volume and hope they haven’t noticed that I have gone upstairs instead of down. My excuse can be checking upstairs first. Something like that.

I snatch my backpack up off the floor and slide my hand into the secret compartment, searching for the bump of my mother’s set of keys. I hook my fingers onto the key ring and slide them into my pocket. And, heart in my hands, I sneak back down the stairs. 

“None up there,” I tell them as casually as I can manage. No one answers me. I rush to the end of the hallway and turn the knob to the basement door, taking my first step into the darkness. It is darker now than at night, the blackness smothering. My eyes ache as they search for light. 

The flashlight in my phone is not bright enough to light the whole way, so when I reach the final step, I almost trip in surprise as my foot finds the concrete floor. Again, I feel frightened of the haunting darkness of the basement, the sinister call of the wind running its nails down my skin. I walk forward until my thighs bump against the storage table, then I shine the light on the top in search of the candles. They are here somewhere, I’m sure, amongst the other groceries. For a few minutes I genuinely struggle to find the candles, which seem to have been moved from where we usually keep them. My mother always kept a hefty stash of emergency candles because the power went out quite often.

I give up on the top of the table and decide to check below it, shining my light beneath. A box sits there, and I pull it out, open the top, and dig inside. Loose tea lights. These will have to do.

I set the box on the table to bring upstairs with me when I go, and then I shine my light in the direction of the basement stairs once more. Just in case. No one is there—I don’t know why I expected to see someone creeping toward me. I assume it is because I have undergone one of the largest conceivable mindfucks one can in the span of three days. I shut my eyes, take a deep breath, and move my light to the filing cabinet. 

The keys jingle slightly in my pocket as I retrieve them, and without thinking, I shush them. Maybe I am losing my mind. The flashlight focuses on the row of keys, and I think for a moment, trying to remember which ones already have matching locks. I can barely identify the key to the top drawer, but the rest I can’t remember. And so I play another game of guessing and eventually land on the key that turns the lock in the third drawer.

I hold my breath as I pull open the drawer, finding that it will only go halfway. Something is inside the compartment, jamming it shut. I slide a hand into the crack of the door and feel around inside, pinch some papers with the tips of my fingers. I pull and find that they too are jammed beneath what feels like a metal box. 

I reach inside a little farther and get my fingertips around the corner of the heavy object, pull on it a little, and feel it wobble from the nudge. I’m certain that it is a box standing upright on one of its sides. 

I push the box toward the back of the drawer and find that it slides easily over the papers trapped beneath its weight. I pull again at the sheets, and suddenly the box falls onto its back. The papers release. The drawer rolls open the rest of the way. I grab the papers and hold them up, shining the flashlight on the pages. I press them flat against the wall of the filing cabinet and try to make out the words inked on them. The documents are very old, addressed at the top with a black stamp. The rest are handwritten, the calligraphy faded with the translucence of the paper. I can’t see well in the dark, but to me they resemble what I would imagine deeds look like. Maybe the deeds to the land that the house is on? 

I thumb through the sheets until I land on the last. A series of curlicue signatures sits on the bottom, and vaguely, I can make out my mother’s name, A. Fitzgerald, in black ink.

The deeds to the house, land? A last will and testament?

I fold the papers over and slip them into the back pocket of my jeans. I reach into the drawer again and pull the metal case toward me. I was right—it is indeed a metal safety deposit box, about the size of a box of tissues.

I pick up the box and turn it over. It almost slips from my hands as they begin to tremble. Taped onto the top, just over the handle, is a Polaroid photo of Ada Fraser, one of her I haven’t seen before. She is mid-laughter, her smile broad, sitting cross-legged in a rocking chair. The rocking chair that sits in our den, just upstairs. 

Across Ada’s eyes in the photo is a long line of black Sharpie. 

My heart pounds. I press the button that opens the box’s lid and hold my breath. The box doesn’t open, however, and when I peel back the photo, I find that, like the filing cabinet, this box is locked. 

Upstairs, I suddenly hear a shout of my name. I scramble around for a moment, unsure how I am going to manage to get the box up to my room undetected. They are both upstairs, both in my path. I contemplate stuffing it under my shirt, loosening my sweater, and subsequently realize what a ridiculous plan that is. 

“Hannah, did you find the candles?” Colleen asks. Her voice is worried and close. She is standing at the top of the stairs to the basement, singing down to me. I realize I’ve been down here awhile. She is right to be worried. 

“Yeah, I got them.” I pick up the cardboard box of candles and get an idea—the box itself is a useful disguise. “I just have to put them in a box to take upstairs.”

I grab a handful of tea lights and set them on the table, watching them roll in every direction. I hollow out a space in the cardboard box for the safety deposit box and stash it inside at the bottom. I drop the other candles on top of it, effectively burying it, hoping that my trove is sufficiently hidden from view.

My eyes fall back on the filing cabinet, the bottom drawer still unopened. I feel compelled to open it, finish my task, but Colleen’s voice pulls me away from things once more. 

“Hannah, I could really use your help up here.”

I decide that I must let it go for now, and so I nervously climb the stairs in the dark. The old house is extra ominous in the storm, in the power outage. The only light is the silver of the moon, a tiny spotlight in the sky. It makes everything in the house shine, moistened with moonlight dew, shadows dancing on the walls of the hallways, contorting reality.

My mother is sitting on the sofa in the living room, and when my light reaches her, I find that she is shaking. I pull a handful of tea lights out of the box and tuck the cardboard under the coffee table and out of view. I hear a lighter flick, and the room suddenly comes alight with a golden flame. Colleen lights the candles one by one, and the room glows, haunting, like we are composing a ritual, playing with a Ouija board. Light flickers in my mother’s glassy eyes. I feel her slowly relax, slowly stop trembling, come back down to equilibrium.

“See?” I tell her. “There’s light now. We’re okay.”

“So dark,” she says. “Adelaide.”

“You’re safe,” I remind her. “Adelaide is safe now.”

Colleen stands up and paces around the room. “Maybe I should go outside and check the fuse box,” she says, shifting her weight back and forth on her feet. 

“It won’t do any good,” I tell her, having learned from experience that there is no sense in fooling with anything on this property. “We can start the generator if it doesn’t come back on soon.”

“My dad was an electrician,” Colleen says. I notice that she is pulling her coat on, not willing to listen to my reasoning. “Trust me, I know a thing or two. Might be able to get the lights back.”

But I don’t want her to leave. I don’t want to be alone with my mother. I want Colleen to stay here so that I can go upstairs in my bedroom and open the safety deposit box. 

“Be back in a jiffy.” Colleen is gone before I can argue any further. She closes the door loudly behind her, the wind stealing the handle from her grip and slamming it shut. I want to curse at her, threaten to fire her if she doesn’t come back here right now.

Once she leaves, I notice that my mother is looking at me, her eyes slowly roaming over my face. She looks like she wants to say something but doesn’t remember how to talk. She looks slow, languid from the medication.

“What is it, Mama?” I ask quietly. My voice fights to be heard over the vicious roar of the wind.

“Hannah,” she says softly. Weakly. “I have to—I have to clean it up.”

I knit my eyebrows. “Clean what up?”

“It’s so messy,” she whispers. She sounds exasperated, exhausted. Her eyes are wet with the tickle of tears. “I have to clean it up.” Her hand rises, slowly, trembling in its path. She points to the kitchen. I don’t understand what she’s talking about. Is she still caught up on the broken plate? I get up from the couch and walk into the kitchen. I look around. There is nothing here that hasn’t been all along. The plate has been swept up, the water has long been dried, the clutter has been thrown away. I don’t know what she’s talking about. 

“Mama, there’s nothing there.” I go back to her and sit beside her again. I look into her eyes and shiver. They are alive, suddenly, looking into mine with the same intensity as they once did, years ago. The conditioned fear I have of her courses through me again. I am compelled to reflect on my actions, my words, to try and figure out what I’ve done wrong. For just a moment, looking into my eyes, my mother is back. Present. Here. I shudder. 

“What are you hiding from me?” I whisper. My heart knocks quickly in its cavity, so loud that I’m sure she can hear it for herself.

She doesn’t answer me, but fire burns brightly in her eyes. Her mouth opens, but she is too constrained by her medication to speak openly, fluently. Bravery swells in my chest. I look my mother directly in the eyes, and for the first time in my life I am not bound, inhibited by my fear of her. This time, she is the weak one, subject instead to my mercy. Here, she is helpless, her limbs feeble, her secrets out of hiding, in the hands of someone else.

“Who is Ada Fraser?” I ask her sharply, directly. 

My mother’s eyes widen, and in shock, her body leans back from me. Panic registers on her features as she realizes that she is trapped with nowhere to go, nowhere to hide.

I lean closer. I am bigger. Stronger. Faster. She cannot escape from me like she has escaped the law all of this time. “What did you do to Ada Fraser?”

The house is suddenly rattled as Colleen bursts in through the door, interrupting the moment. My mother falls back into silence, breaking her eye contact with me, falls limp beside me. I want to punch Colleen in the face and must physically restrain myself from screaming at her to get back outside.

“Jesus Christ,” she says, wiping her hands into her jacket. “What the hell kind of panel does this place run on?”

I want to say told you so but resist. My heart is pounding too hard, my mind racing too fast. I feel high on adrenaline, sick to my stomach. I want to wrap my hands around my mother’s throat and choke her. Kill her. I want to do what she did to Ada Fraser.

I stand up from the couch, angry tears welling in my eyes. I pull the cardboard box from under the coffee table and dump another handful of tea lights on the coffee table.

I say nothing. I just take the box and go upstairs. I drop it on my bed and pull the safety deposit box out of the pile of candles and onto the comforter. And then I give myself a moment to cry. 

My heart races; my hands shake. I yank the keys from my pockets. I don’t care if they jingle loudly though the house, if my mother can hear them rattle. Half of me wants her to know, wants her to listen and hear as I work to expose her. I pick the first key on the ring and push it into the lock on the box, wriggling it roughly, trying with everything I have left to shift open the latch. Nothing happens—absolutely nothing happens to the box. I try the next key, and then the next key. I keep trying, shaking, wriggling, my heart about ready to pop out of its cavity. Finally, I reach the final key on the ring. I stop, just for a moment, and take a deep breath. I don’t know what higher power I believe in, but whatever it is, I ask it to help me, plead for it to help me. Please let this be the key that opens this box. Please let me open this box that has the answer that I’m looking for. I don’t ask You for a lot. I don’t question Your decisions. Please, just give me this one. For Ada’s sake. 

I press the key against my lips and then slide it into the box.

Nothing. It jams in the mechanism, sticking stubbornly when I try to pull it back out. A hard slap across the face. A kick in the stomach. 

A surge of emotions chokes me now, and I double over onto my side, bury my face in my bed, and cry. I clutch two handfuls of my bedsheets, desperate, weeping for all the years of darkness and confusion I’ve spent fruitlessly trying to understand my mother. To please my mother. Make peace with her demons. I scream why, childishly, into the void of my dusty mattress. Why, if the universe would only keep me from the truth, did I find the guest book, the coat, in the first place? 

I cry for Ada, who has a story that no one seems to be able to tell. I cry for myself, who has never had a story worth telling. I cry for Bobo and my tire swing and all of the good things in my life that my mother ruined—cry for the lasso of control that I gave her, for so many years, hoping that someday it would be enough for her to love me.

I weep for what feels like hours, until I am sure I am dry of tears. I sit up, dizzy, and pick up Ada’s picture, the copy with the scratched-out eyes, and I tell her foolishly that I am sorry. I feel, deeply, that I have failed her. 

My laptop chimes from inside my bag. A Facebook message. For a moment, I sit up. I wipe my eyes with the back of my wrist and look in the direction of my bag, then at my watch. Who is messaging me at 3:00 a.m.? I check my texts and there are none. It’s not a friend, or Matt, or my father.

I unzip the main compartment and pull out my laptop. It is another message from Philip Karson. Odd. I open our chat box and find him online.

Hello again, Hannah, I’m glad the photos brought you some joy. I managed to find one more of you and your mother that I thought you should have. 

I wish that I could appreciate his kindness. I wish that I wanted another photograph of my mother and me. I click the attachment and watch it load, slowly. My eyes fill with tears. 

The image is a photo of Ada Fraser and me, a close-up of the two of us. Ada is holding me proudly in her arms, beaming to the camera, and I am snuggled sweetly into her neck, holding onto the pendant of her necklace in my little fist. If I didn’t know the difference, I would think that she was my mother, too. I swallow, freshly saddened. I mourn the connection I had with her then, the bond we could have had through the years as I grew. Whoever she was, she mattered. She mattered at least to me. I write Philip back.

Thanks again! Lovely photo. As much as we look like mother and daughter, I am actually in the process of trying to find out more about this lovely lady.

I send the message and look at the picture a little longer. I notice that Philip is still online. A bubble appears by his name as he types.

Your mother owned the B&B, didn’t she?

I knit my eyebrows. Yes, she did.

I watch a bubble appear, and then disappear. It happens again, and then a third time, and I wonder what he is typing that requires so much consideration. Finally, a response pops up.

Oh. Maybe I’m mistaken. I could have sworn that this was the woman who owned the bed and breakfast. Her name was Adelaide, right? And the other woman was Ada, and she was your mother’s tenant?

My hands feel frozen on the keyboard, because I’ve just noticed something. 

The woman in the photo, holding me, is wearing the coat that I found in the attic. The woman in the photo from Philip Karson has eyes the same wolf-blue shade of my own. The woman in the photograph is the woman in my memory, the woman I am having a picnic with. 

No. It can’t be. 

Ada was a tenant? 

It’s all I can manage. I’m too busy clicking the old messages, bringing up the other photos of Ada Fraser, of my mother. I open my dresser drawer and pull out the photo album. I settle on a singular photo of my mother, snap a picture with my phone, and send it. 

Was this the tenant?

There is a brief pause. Nothing happens. For a moment I think that Philip is about to go offline and leave me hanging in the scariest moment of my life. And then, with an innocent pop, a new message appears in our chat.

Yep. 

At least, that’s what I thought. Could be wrong, though. Who do I think I am here, telling u who your mom is LOL.

My body goes cold. The blood in my veins turns to ice. 

Because he’s right. 

There’s a reason my mother has been successfully able to cash Ada’s Fraser’s cheques for the last twenty years. There’s a reason she has been able to evade arrest for fraud, despite her crimes being glaringly obvious.

It’s because my mother, the woman in the attic, is Ada Fraser. And Ada Fraser killed Adelaide Fitzgerald.

I leap to my feet before i even have a chance to think. My laptop crashes to the floor, and I scramble to pick it back up and shove it into my backpack. I don’t know what I’m doing, where I’m going, but I know with absolute certainty that I have to get out of this house and as far away as possible before Ada Fraser figures out that I know the truth. 

I throw open my door, letting it crash against the frame. I dash down the stairs, sock feet sticking and slipping in my barrelled hurry. I think of Colleen. Will she be safe here if I leave? Can she handle the wrath of my mother alone? And what will I tell her if she notices me leaving, in a frantic hurry, with no way for her to leave?

I see the front door. I am so close, but my legs stop me in my tracks. 

“Colleen?” I call, a strangled cry. I cannot leave her. I cannot turn my back on her after everything that she’s helped me with. “Colleen?” 

There’s no answer in the house. My heart jumps into my throat, and I run to the threshold of the sitting room. They aren’t in there, and I run through the sitting room and into the kitchen, and that’s when I see my mother.

Dead. Face down in a growing pool of her own blood. Vomit rushes into my mouth, and I spin on my heel. 

And just like in my nightmares, as I take the corner from the kitchen to the hallway, a rolling pin cracks down over the top of my head.







fourteen

I wake, gradually, to darkness, my eyelids peeling apart slowly, painfully. My head feels heavy on my neck, and I have to fight with my spine not to slump forward, not to toss me back onto the floor and into the position in which I fell asleep.

A cough rattles through me, and a sudden pain blazes through my body, head to toe. The back of my head feels as if someone has stabbed a knife into my scalp. Every blink is a new twist of the blade. I gasp in pain. Tears rush to my eyes. Vomit wells in my throat.

I’m blinded for a moment, disoriented as a light flashes on. I squeeze my eyes shut from the intrusion and roll my head to one side in an attempt to ease the throbbing in my scalp. It doesn’t work, and I cry out, desperate for relief. 

“Come on, there,” someone says, and I open my eyes slowly to the light. The brightness hurts for a moment, almost as much as my head. I see Colleen, suddenly, a blurry double. Slowly, too slowly for my liking, she comes into focus. The image spins, but I can see her sitting in a chair in front of me, pointing a gun in my face. 

I sputter awake, suddenly alert to everything going on around me. My mother, or the woman I’ve known as my mother, is still lying dead on the floor. Her head has now lolled to the side, and she is open-eyed, white-faced, her lips parted, a line of blood running from her mouth. A sob rocks me, and I let it through. My thighs are wet with urine, my body glossed with cold sweat. My watch buzzes, prompting me to meditate. 

“Calm down, Hannah,” Colleen says quietly, calmly, as if this is a leisurely chat between friends. As if I don’t have a right to be terrified. “Just calm yourself down, and then we can talk.”

“Talk?” I manage. It feels like there is a disconnect between my words and my mouth, like I am not in charge of my vocal tract. I open my mouth and feel a hard bump on my tongue where I’ve bitten into the flesh.

“Well, obviously we have to talk.” She whirls the gun around toward the oddities in the room, from my dead mother to me, then back to herself. I notice that my hands are tied together behind the chair. The rigid wood of the frame presses into the skin. It hurts. My wrists hurt from their bindings. I hurt all over. The pain is almost as bad as the terror.

“Why?” I gasp, throat dry. “Me?”

Colleen rolls her eyes, as if my question is some grand inconvenience to her, as if I should understand why she’s holding me hostage, why she wants to kill me. 

“Because, Hannah, you have the worst timing of anyone I’ve ever met.” She stands up and moves to the sink. My eyes follow the outline of her revolver, taking in every inch of the metal. Did she shoot my mother—Ada? I didn’t hear a gunshot. “You couldn’t have waited one more day to figure it out?”

I can feel the swelling in my eyes. My blinks are slow and sore. “What do you mean?”

She snickers. I notice that she’s washing the rolling pin in the same casual manner as if it were covered in strawberry pie filling. “You needed, like, ten more hours, and then you wouldn’t have been in this mess.”

I’m still so confused. I say nothing and focus what little energy I have on pulling at the ties that hold my wrists. I pull, trying to release them, trying to break loose. The rational side of my brain tells me that trying to escape and charge free of my captor is useless, however, because she has a fucking gun, that she surely will unload into me the second I rise from the chair. Colleen notices the sounds of my efforts and turns quickly to face me.

“Stop pulling at your wrists,” she demands sharply, and I realize I’ve been rocking the chair in my struggle. My hands fall limp, succumbing to the pain of the bindings, the chair.

A tired sob gurgles up my chest. “Are you going to kill me?”

Colleen turns her body around and leans on the counter, expelling a breath, as if she’s thinking hard about whether she will or not. She says, finally, “Not if I don’t have to.”

“Did you . . .” I nudge my head slowly toward my mother. I can’t look at her anymore. The sight rattles me with panic, threatens to make me lose the little control I have left. It is a sight worse than anything I’ve ever imagined, more horrible than any movie I’ve ever seen.

“Yes,” Colleen says. “Yes, I killed her.”

I begin to tremble even harder. 

“Which means that you’re a witness to my crime.”

I blink. I am indeed. She has just admitted her murder to me, which means I have become even more of a liability to Colleen. Have I just sealed my own fate? Secured my own murder? I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment, waiting for the gunshot. 

“Please,” I peep. I know that pleas are always useless, serve only to please the assailant and never get the protagonist anywhere useful. But I can’t help it. Right now, begging feels like my only lifeline. “Please, Colleen.”

“Do you understand the seriousness of this situation?” Colleen asks, still calm. She sits again in her seat in front of me, tapping the barrel of her gun nonchalantly against her knee as she thinks. I nod, dumbly. “You understand that I am risking a whole lot by keeping you alive here.”

I nod my head, desperately. “I won’t talk. I mean it.”

“Hannah, I’m generous, not stupid.” Colleen rolls her eyes. She turns her head and looks at Ada in disgust. “The thing is there’s no way this can work, where you can live and go on like normal, and I can trust you to keep your mouth shut. You and I both know that you’re going to talk as soon as I let you go.”

Is she enjoying teasing me like this? I don’t understand. Colleen? What does Colleen have to do with Ada? Why would she kill her? Why would she kill either of us?

“I have a plan, though. And if you want to live, then you’re going to follow that plan. This is how you stay alive here. Understand?”

I nod. I try to stop crying, but the tears run stubbornly down my face.

Colleen tilts the gun in the direction of my mother’s body, and for a second I worry she’s going to shoot the corpse. She doesn’t, though. She just screws her face up, then looks back at me pointedly. 

“That there is a very bad woman, Hannah,” she says. “And I’m not going to say that I feel bad she’s dead. She deserved what she got.”

“To be murdered?” I know, as soon as the words leave my mouth, that it is the wrong thing to say. It is most certainly not the time for sarcasm, for questioning the logic of the woman with the gun. 

Colleen nods confidently. “Yes. Definitely. You know the truth, don’t you?”

I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to stop the tears. “I think so.”

Colleen purses her lips. “I knew as soon as I caught you coming down from the attic that first day that you were going to figure it out, before the end of the week.” And despite all the madness around her, Colleen laughs, cold and sinister. “I told Ada that she was fucked if you figured it out. But she didn’t care. She didn’t believe you were smart enough to connect the dots.”

My jaw clenches. It hurts, Colleen’s words, hearing my mother’s true thoughts of me. It feels like a silly thing to be caught up on, but I can’t help the sting it leaves in me. 

I narrow my eyes. “She has—she had dementia. She didn’t know what she thought.” My argument is feeble, a pathetic retaliation against the truth. 

Colleen rolls her eyes. “Oh, come on, Hannah. You didn’t actually believe any of that, did you?”

My body, once again, runs cold. “What do you mean?”

“I knew within the first two hours of meeting her that she was faking. My dad died from early-onset dementia, Hannah. I worked in the dementia wards of two separate hospitals. I can spot a malingerer from a mile away. Ada had some major issues with paranoia, but she wasn’t deteriorating from dementia.”

It can’t be. I watched her fade away long before Colleen came along. I saw the early signs. I was the one who called the doctor, who paid the fees for her hospice care when insurance would only cover three-quarters of the cost. That much had to be true, didn’t it? It couldn’t have all been a lie. 

“No,” I say. “She kept it up. Until the very end.”

Colleen shrugs, frowns. “Look, Hannah. I really like you. I think you’re a good person, and I feel really bad that you’re collateral here.” She shakes her head, as if in disappointment, as if she is not currently holding a gun in my direction. “And I want you to know the whole truth. Consider it my one favour to you before I go through with this plan.”

Suddenly, she slides something toward me. It’s the lockbox I found in the filing cabinet. She must have taken it from my room.

It is open now, unlocked. The key, the one I didn’t have, is stuck in the mechanism, taunting me. “I want you to read this. You’re a quick reader, right? We don’t have all night, but I think that you should know what happened.”

She pulls out the contents, which consist of a pendant necklace, a thin sheet of paper—a birth certificate, upon closer inspection—and a black leather diary. I sob, once, and look at the gold-stamped initials pressed into the bottom corner of the journal. AMF. Adelaide Mae Fitzgerald.

“This belonged to your mother,” Colleen says softly, sensitively, as if she is my advocate. “Your actual mother. The sweet woman that this bitch eradicated.” To my horror, Colleen nudges the shoulder of Ada’s body with the toe of her shoe. The body rocks once, slumps back in place. I stare at the diary for a moment, not sure how Colleen expects me to read it without use of my hands. 

She seems to catch on and jumps up from her seat. 

“Now, I’m going to untie you so you can read this,” she says, approaching me. I shudder more intensely as she nears me, breathing on my neck from behind. She pulls a folding knife from her pocket and saws at the ties around my wrist. My arms drop. The muscles in my shoulders ache with their sudden change in position. “Don’t go doing anything impulsive,” she warns me. “If I have to shoot you, you’re not going to survive out here.”

There’s an ache in my arms as they fall to my sides, newly freed. I rotate my shoulders, listening to the pop of the joints as they release. There are burns on my wrists from the ties, ones that will certainly blister—should I live. 

My hands move slowly to the pendant on the table. It is a golden, heart-shaped locket, with tiny stones arranged in the pattern of a heart on the front of the pendant. I recognize the intricate chain immediately from the photo that Philip Karson sent me. The necklace is the one that I am clutching in the portrait of the two of us. New tears well in my eyes, tears of sadness, of loss. I long for her, my dear mother. My fingernail slides into the crease of the locket, and it pops open, revealing inside a tiny photograph of me as a little baby, propped up on a bed with a blanket. A tiny piece of paper is tucked into the other window, the words “Hannah, four months” written inside in black pen. I gently touch the space her pen once roved over, try and feel the indents of her hand. I close my eyes and see in my head the patchwork coat we’re using as the picnic blanket. I cannot see her in the memory but am submersed in the radiant warmth that I feel for her. The love she had for me. My mama. 

I set the pendant down on the table and give it one final squeeze. I want to close it in my fist and hold it forever. I want to tie it tight around my neck, wear it until the metal grafts into my skin. 

I set the locket down, reluctantly, and move to the journal. I open the cover and am greeted with a bumpy page of her beautiful penmanship, the same as inside the locket, and my vision is again blurred with tears. I wipe my eyes and start to read.







fifteen

February 2, 1998

It’s funny how even though I have moved away, I can still hear Mama’s voice in the back of my head scolding me for “running away from my problems.” She’s not here to make me feel shitty about myself, so it’s like my brain must invent new ways for me to fail, for me to feel deflated on my own. It is almost like I have a miniature version of her nailed to my shoulder, commanding me how to think about myself. Here I am, having made the best decision of my entire life, and still I feel guilty. Wrong. Like I have made a bad choice.

First and foremost, may I just say that I am certainly not running away from my problems. Could it look that way, maybe? Sure. But just because things look a certain way does not mean that those looks are the truth. I didn’t buy this house to avoid my problems; I bought this house to rebuild myself, free at last from the distractions of my problems. 

This house is five and a half hours from Chet’s house, which means that any time I think about going back to him, I’ll have five and a half hours to think about it first. See? Isn’t that a brilliant idea? I have, quite literally, cut myself and Hannah off from his terrible influence. I have literally put space between us. Living here will force me to be independent, something I have never truly felt. Hannah deserves to have a mother who can fend for herself and who can, by her own will, push the negativity out of her life. Not a mother who is stupid and volatile around men. Not a mother who still feels like she must ask her parents for permission to live at twenty-four. No, this house is my ticket to freedom, and I know in my heart that I have made the right choice.

Hannah also deserves to be surrounded by people who love her truly. Her father is nothing right now but a bumbling drunk. He does not have any love in him to give her. If he can change, if he can show to me through actions that he truly loves us and is willing to change (at least for her), then he’ll clean himself up and do something about their relationship himself. It shouldn’t take my begging, my mending. A father’s love should not be the result of a bargain. Hannah does not need to know the pain of inconsistent, conditional love.

It is the same problem with her grandmother. I will not have my daughter grow up feeling the way I did, as though everything she does is wrong. Hannah will grow up here with me, seaside, surrounded by beauty, surrounded by promise, love, and opportunity. I cannot give her these things back home, where all my problems await me. I do not trust myself that I can be strong enough there, alone, without some time to repair what I’ve broken in myself. 

But here—the possibilities are endless. Here, I can actualize my dream of being a writer, something I’ve always wanted to do! I have never been able to write successfully with all of the distractions I have at home. Mother spends her time waiting for me to fail so that she can rub university in my nose again. I won’t have to think about failure here, because it will just be Hannah, the sea, and I. 

So no, I am not running from my problems. I am seeking an opportunity to grow. And grow I will, you watch and see!

All my love, 

Adelaide F.

March 3, 1998

This whole entry is just going to be a series of ramblings about Hannah, because I have committed to logging every important milestone she reaches so I never forget. 

Right now, she is twenty-five months, four days exactly. I cannot remember for the life of me her exact height, but when she stands beside me, her head reaches my mid-thigh. Her hair is thick and curly, brown like mine, and is almost impossible to manage. (I don’t know what I’m going to do when she gets older, when the lopsided pigtails won’t suffice any longer.) She walks with a confident stride, is not afraid to leave my side in pursuit of new things. And she is into everything. Her pockets are full of objects each time I do laundry, things she’s discovered just out of my sight. A pile of pine cones is growing in her room. 

Sometimes I worry that she is behind in her speech, because she still doesn’t say a whole hell of a lot. Aren’t they supposed to have sentences at two? She has lots of words, but her sentences are short, wavering. The most I’ve gotten out of her is “Give me that, Mama,” for which the irony is astounding. 

She is, despite her limited language, incredibly smart. She notices everything. My every facial expression, movement, warning. She hears me when I speak, understands what I tell her. I need to be careful at times that I don’t say too much, in fear that she may take my words to heart. She is sensitive to my frustration, gentle to my worries. She knows when I need just to hold her, to snuggle her warm head against my neck, breathe in the scent of her skin. Those moments, just the two of us, are vital to my sanity. I think that without them I would surely lose my mind out here alone.

She is my built-in forever friend. I have never loved anything even a fraction as much as I love her. I love the tireless vigour she puts forth into the world, the wilful mind of her own that I hope she keeps forever. I love her dimples, her blueberry eyes, the soft rolls of her wrists. I want her never to grow another single inch, to stay little forever, mine forever, to fit into the crook of my arms for the rest of our lives. 

All my love, 

Adelaide

April 1, 1998

Back when I bought this house, I had a savings account with enough for a down payment and several months mortgage, courtesy of my dear late grandfather. The realtor told me, considering my financial situation, that I wouldn’t have to worry much about the mortgage if I had a plan to bring in a stable income. I can’t say that his words were truthful, and perhaps I should have known better than to trust a salesman. 

Truth is, I am struggling lately to keep up with the cost of everything. There is always something new to buy, to pay for. My savings by now are dwindling, nearly empty, and I still have yet to hear back from the publishing houses in town that I’ve sent my work to. Each morning I wake up bright-eyed and bounce to the post office, hoping that my letter will arrive in the mail, confirming my publication. And instead, I get nothing but another bill, the promise of the day squandered by the reality—I am broke. 

But let me clarify—this diary entry is not meant as a chance for me to gripe—I have, in fact, some good news! I took Hannah to town this morning to stock up on supplies, and in the grocery mart I ran into the nicest woman. She lives in a saltbox north of Loostab and was telling me that she and her husband rent out their spare bedrooms as bed and breakfast spaces. She says that during tourist season (which I am assuming she means are the summer months) they are run off their feet with visitors. Paying visitors. And all they must do is make beds and cook breakfasts. Two things I do anyway!

It led me to thinking—I have two extra bedrooms, plus the attic overhead, that right now are totally vacant. It may sound foolish, and perhaps tomorrow I will feel ridiculous for suggesting such a thing, but I could run a bed and breakfast, couldn’t I? I could house tourists and hikers during the months of the summer. It wouldn’t take much to start up the business and wouldn’t be a lot of additional work. And most importantly, perhaps it would break up the loneliness of living here a little. 

Joanie said I could post an ad in the grocery store (she is always so kind to me; I should do something to thank her), so all I’ll have to do is take some photos and set a price and then I will be ready to roll. 

I hope this new endeavour will ease some of the burden I’ve been feeling as of late. I am stressed because I am rolling most of the time without a plan, moving forward with no emergency exit, and I think the stress is directly impacting Hannah. She’s been so fussy lately, so discontent. Nothing makes her happy, keeps her quiet for longer than ten minutes. She cries often, for long stretches. It’s wearing me down. Combine her stress and my stress and we are a duo as tumultuous as my own mother and me; and that, I simply cannot have. Hannah, my darling, I swear to be the best mother that you can imagine. You are testing me now, but it is helping me grow, giving me the resiliency I need to be what you need. I promise that I will take good care of us, that these few months of struggle will be worth it in the end. 

Another admission I must make is that I have been thinking of Chet again, wondering about him, how he’s doing these days. He never called, which has proven to me the inevitable: that he is never going to care. There are only two possible options of what happened: he has never read my letter, has ignored it all this time, which means he has never cared at all; or that he has read the letter and has decided it is not worth it to call and make peace after all. Both options hurt, but I am stuck on which one of the hurts is worse. I know it doesn’t matter and that I need to make peace with the fact that he will never be what I am wishing for. I know that already, I know! But forgetting—forgiving—it is a harder feat than it seems. I am so angry that he could reject me, reject Hannah, but each time the image of him appears in my mind, it is like the feelings I have for him override the anger, the hurt. I imagine the curve of his mouth when he smiles, the warm strength of his arms. And it makes me miss him, miss making him smile, miss being the one his arms are wrapped around. It is what I was afraid of, when I left. Afraid that I’d regret my decision and spend my life wishing I could go back. 

But I continue to ask myself, is it Chet that I love or the shallow thrill of pursuing a pointless endeavour, an unreachable goal? Is it true, what my mother says of me, that I merely like chaos and seek it thus wherever I can? There is no chaos here, only the crashing of the waves, the wind. Am I lonely, missing him, or am I bored? Am I lost, having no one with buttons to push, no one with patience to test? Is this feeling inside of me, this great destructive monster, a defect of my weaknesses? Why do I only ever feel secure once I’ve pushed someone to the brink of their limits? Why can’t I trust that I don’t need to push to feel loved? I hate it. I wish I could kill this nasty thing that lives in my tired brain. Father has been writing to me, which I suspect is not helping me feel better, either. He is certain that I need his help, that I am drowning out here on my own. But he is wrong, for I don’t want his help, even if I could use the support. He reaches out so sweetly, with such tenderness to his words, and yet I cannot help but fear to write him back. It feels like a trap, constructed by my mother, to lure me into admitting that I am screwing up out here on my own. I feel that she is waiting for proof that she is right, that she has won, that I cannot go on without her ascribed plan for me. Why, oh why does she want to see me fail? I wish I could write Father, invite him to visit, show him the house that I’ve bought, all on my own, introduce him to my darling daughter and prove to him, finally, that I have not failed. I have debated sending him back a photo of Hannah, so that he may know she looks like him—but I am afraid to do so, rendering it impossible without invoking criticism from Mother. 

So I will continue to keep to myself, because it is here, in the swells of my loneliness, that I am learning. I am growing. I am getting better, and I am struggling for a reason. I will pull through this challenge. I will run a successful B&B, pay off this beautiful home, and eventually I will be a successful writer. If I do not have faith in myself, how can I expect anyone to have faith in me?

All my love,

Adelaide

P.S. Hannah said her first sentence, finally, yesterday. She said, “I love you, Mama,” and it was so precious, that I will let her call me Mama forever and forever. I don’t care if she still uses it into her elderly age. Mama, my Hannah. A sweet aria to my awaiting ears.

April 15, 1998

I have such fabulous news to share! Since my last entry, I have had my first guest, and her stay was a huge success! 

Her name was Debby Callahan, and she came to Newfoundland to hike the entire east coast, all the way from Ontario somewhere. She said that she has never seen the ocean in the flesh and that it has surpassed her expectations. (I can’t imagine that, truthfully—spending my life without the sea. I simply love the wideness, the vastness of the water. I love how all you need is to sit beside it to be reminded that your problems, however big they seem, are truthfully pathetically small.) She stayed for one night, told me it was the best night’s sleep that she’d gotten since the start of her trip. Said my breakfast was the perfect fuel for her journey the following day. She left with a smile and a sizable tip, even asked for a guest book to leave a review. I do not think it could have been a more flawless beginning. 

This is terrible of me, I know, considering her pleasantness. But I must say that besides the fact of having never seen the ocean, Debby Callahan is undoubtedly the most boring person that I have ever met in my life. Thank goodness for my ringing telephone, because I truly thought I would fall asleep during breakfast, listening to her speak of mushrooms and lichens. What a bore! How some people’s minds work, roaming around constantly over information as boring as fungi! The most interesting part of our conversation was when she shared of the leaky build of her hiking boots. If these are the conversations of stable people, then I am quite fond of my unsteadiness. 

I received another call, actually, during my breakfast with Debby, and will expect another traveller noon tomorrow. The woman in the grocery store was right, there is a large demand for tourist accommodations, especially ones that sit close to the trails. I am eager to keep the ball moving. I am eager to feel the financial relief of a steady income once again. 

Exciting times ahead!

Adelaide

May 15, 1998

Sorry for the spottiness in my writings here, but let me tell you that my absence is for good reason. This morning, as I sit down to write, I barely know where to begin. 

Since April I have been off my feet, tending to this bed and breakfast. In barely a month I have gone from financially fearful to financially free. Since starting, I have had over ten boarders, some of whom have stayed multiple nights, so at peace here in my house that they extended their stay for a break from the trails. Imagine that! In just a month (not to mention my first month ever) I have had over ten tourists stay with me. Yippee!

I am always doing something now to care for the guests, washing sheets, cooking breakfast, hurrying into town with Hannah to buy supplies. (I think that Hannah is my magnet, to tell you the truth; she has been a much happier baby since the tourists have arrived, showing off her sweet giggles, her curious steps. The guests just love her, they take turns playing with her, making her laugh.) Maybe her change in demeanour is due to the fact that I have been happier, and thus so has she.

Either way, life for the past while has been pleasant and fun. The people I’ve had stay here have all been so fun (except for poor Debby, I hope that her time with the sea brings out the fun in her). I’ll write briefly on some of them so as not to forget.

Albert Murphy from the west coast is here on a road trip, his first solo vacation since the passing of his wife last year. He just adores Hannah, tells me that he has three granddaughters of his own back home that he is travelling for, so that he will be pleasant and refreshed when he returns home for this next chapter of life. How beautiful a philosophy is that? I hope I have perspective like his one day, when I am old and lonesome.

Eleanor Martin was a laugh, an artist who has come to the coast for inspiration to paint. She stayed here three days and spent most of her time with her easel on the coast, working tirelessly on a series of oil paintings of the ocean. Allow me to tell you that she is more talented than I will ever be—than many will ever be. She told me that when the series is complete she will send me a print as a gift for giving her back her inspiration. Isn’t that lovely? I will hang the print in Hannah’s room, a reminder of the beauty of her first home.

And I have to tell you about my favourite guests to date, though I shouldn’t assign favourites—a couple named Terry and Sherry from St. John’s. They are doing a long road trip of the province’s entire perimeter, wanting, as they put it, to take in the whole province, step by step. They told me that they’ve taken a trip every year since Terry’s retirement but have never explored their own island. They call it their “staycation,” and so far they have driven almost 5,000 kilometres, and as Sherry has put it, “I haven’t killed him yet!” What a laugh we had over breakfast on the day that they departed. I made them promise to come back, and I hope that they do. It made me sad to see them go. I don’t know what Hannah is going to do without Sherry, without the constant shower of attention she gave her in those few short hours. 

I believe I have found my calling in life. I can honestly say that I am at my happiest when I am running this business. I love hosting, taking care of a house full of happy people. It lifts my spirits, getting to participate in the fun of other people. I feel, when the guests are here, that I am a part of their vacations, and thus that I am on vacation, too. Maybe one day Hannah and I will take a vacation. Maybe I’ll be able to save enough from this business to take her to Disney World. 

And do you know what? Not once since I started this venture have I wanted to call Chet. Have I wanted to return to him. Not once have I had the temptation to pull a tequila bottle down from the shelf and drink myself sick. Not once have I wanted to call my parents and scream at them into the phone. Maybe this is what stability is, or the precursor to such. I only know that I am happy now, that I am doing better than ever, and that I am on what I believe is an exponential axis. 

Yee haw,

Adelaide

May 17, 1998

Today I got a funny call from someone in town who saw my ad in Joanie’s store. She is looking to rent one of my bedrooms for a while, she says, for an indeterminate length of time. She says she will pay upfront for three months, even if she does not plan to stay that long. I haven’t considered taking in renters before, not on a full-time basis, anyway. Truthfully, I didn’t think there would ever be a demand for rental spaces in my lonesome little saltbox house. 

I worry of the safety of taking in a tenant, because I am out here all alone, after all. The person inquiring was a woman, and she sounded nice enough on the phone, which makes me feel a little better. (Sexist, maybe, but there is something less intimidating about the soft voice of a woman.) I guess I was flustered by the request, didn’t have a chance to stop and think about it first, so I told her she could come by someday during the week and check out the bedrooms, make me an offer if she was interested.

It makes a lot of feasible sense when I sit back and weigh out the pros and cons. It would mean a reasonable, steady income. Someone else in the house to talk to when there are no guests to keep me company. So, I decided that if she comes by and I get a good feeling from our exchange, I will let her stay awhile. Maybe not for long, and maybe not make a habit of the practice, but try it out. 

That is not the only thing that I have to share here, though, no—I got some additional fabulous news today, and you’ll never guess what. My manuscript has been accepted by a small publishing company in Toronto! They have made me an offer, a humble advance and a fair royalty rate, and they want me to accept by June 1. I like the offer. It will, combined with my guests, make me enough money to pay my bills and save over half of my income per month. I have already signed the contract and have submitted it to be mailed. 

I am going to be an author. I have succeeded in my lifelong dream and have stumbled upon another dream that I didn’t know I had in the first place. 

Life is finally making sense. Life is finally coming together. I am elated!

All my love (and excitement),

Adelaide

P.S. The woman on the phone said that she likes children when I warned her of my energetic toddler on the loose. I am now thinking that if my work becomes too hectic, that is, writing while entertaining my guest and seeing to Hannah, maybe she can share in looking after her. A part-time nanny position for a break in the rent? Perhaps I am getting ahead of myself. I should scale back a little before I get too excited.
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June 3, 1998

I apologize again for my inconsistencies in keeping this journal. I really must do a better job at logging my days. I cannot allow my writing muscle to get lazy from neglect, but goodness, has it been tough to find time to sit down and write! 

Oh, journal, what a ride I’ve been on lately!

The woman I mentioned in my last entry—the woman looking to rent one of my bedrooms—she is here and she is, simply put, wonderful. I knew from the moment she arrived for her visit that she would be a perfect match to our family, the house, that her presence would be a true blessing to our life out here. 

Her name is Ada, Ada Fraser, she says, from Sydney, Nova Scotia. Came all the way to rural Newfoundland because, like me, she needed an escape from the mundane motions of her everyday life. She came to the coast early in May and intends to stay at least another month, or as long as it takes to clear her head. 

She moved in two days after we met. She asked for the attic, told me it better suited her personality than a bedroom would. She told me with dreamy eyes that she loves the idea of tucking herself away in the cozy confines of an attic. She called it charming and rustic. I was happy to hear someone so pleased with that dusty, dirty space. 

Ada is vibrant and intelligent. She has never mentioned college, but I assume that she has a degree in something elaborate, because she knows so much about so many topics, gushes passionately about most anything that we speak of. Truthfully, I feel like a total dunce in her company, never sure of my facts, my words, my trivia, in the graceful way that she is. She talks with command, captures your attention, leaves you hanging on to every word. And somehow she listens just as well, with open ears and wide eyes, like when you speak there is nothing on earth more important to her than what you have to say. (She even presses me about reading my manuscript. I can’t understand why, but I don’t want to pass it over to her, as I fear, now, that it will not be enough to impress her.)

An unexpected note: she has fallen head over heels for Hannah, with whom the feeling is evidently mutual. She looks to Ada with the same adoration as me. Truly, I feel so secure in passing my child over to her. She takes her, unasked, in a stroller for walks along the paths when I am cooking, cleaning, busy. Spends hours stacking blocks with her in the sitting room. Yesterday she took Hannah down to the beach, and Hannah came back in the most pleasant mood I have ever seen before. She came back to me saying “fish!” and clutching a tiny white beach rock in her hands, running excitedly through the hallway, back and forth, singing out to the waves. I think that it was the happiest moment of my life. I finally feel that I have someone to share in the bliss of my daughter.

Ada brings a new spirit to this house. She has rearranged the furniture to create what she calls “feng shui,” she has cooked new recipes with strange ingredients and baked pies with canned fruits, she has suggested we paint the bedrooms “the colour of the sky” (and I like the idea!). I like her so much that sometimes I think that I am falling in love. What a strange feeling, to like someone so intensely that you confuse your jealousy with intimacy. I cannot tell if I want to be like her or be with her (and I am only half joking). What an embarrassing thing to admit—I do hope no one finds this journal. I do hope that Ada doesn’t sense my peculiar feelings.

In other news, my publication is coming along. Just yesterday, I got a letter that contained a copy of the cover. Holding it was surreal, like seeing a fantasy come to life. I held it and cried for a while, let Hannah hold it, even showed Ada, despite my hesitation. We all celebrated in the kitchen, a dance party of three.

They have a print day set for the thirtieth of July—it seems like such a long way away, and yet it is coming upon me all at once. Ada has reminded me that my insecurities about the manuscript are silly, because if it wasn’t good enough to publish, they would never have signed the deal. She makes everything sound so easy, so certain. I am so thankful that I opened my door to her and invited her into my life. 

All my love (or most of it),

Adelaide

P.S. I took a leap of faith the other day, and I mailed a photo of Hannah to Dad. I don’t know if that was a good decision or not, but the more he writes me, the guiltier I feel for keeping Hannah away from him. Part of me hopes that seeing her in the photo, so much older, will perhaps wake him up to the way he makes me feel, to the reasons behind my staying away. Nobody wants to grow a family without her own family, not even me. My efforts may be futile, may leave me feeling even worse, but at least no one can accuse me of not trying.

June 10, 1998

This weekend, Ada and I closed the bed and breakfast for a few days and took Hannah on her very first road-trip tour (one that wasn’t based on running away). I have had a dream for some time to take her touring through the small coastal communities but didn’t think that we’d be able to afford to do it comfortably, at least for a while. Affordability—another joy of this incredible business! Now I have money to spare and a friend to come along with me. Ada even generously offered to pay half the gas. 

We cruised along the highway, singing along to the radio, climbing out of the car to take photos of the scenery. We found a secret swimming hole just an hour down the highway, and I’ll be damned if Ada didn’t climb to the top of the waterfall, pull her dress over her head, and jump into the water below. I thought I would die with laughter as she spent the following hour wringing her hair out the window of the car, trying to dry it in the breeze. 

Eventually, we stopped and toured through a town called Bull’s Head, a charming little fishing community known for the tall mountain walls that serve as a border to its perimeter. They call it nature’s fence. The town is so small that it has no roads, only winding paths of wooden boardwalk, so I felt safe enough to let Hannah wander ahead on her own, explore for herself, without my protective hand leading her through. (On the other hand, though, I think Ada wanted to die of stress. She was certain that Hannah would topple from the boardwalk, be snatched up by a rogue bear, or a brazen coyote, ten feet ahead of us.) Sometimes I think it’s just hard for her to remember that children need opportunities to grow, move, roam about on their own. I appreciate her concern, though. After all, her worry comes from a place of love—love I didn’t think that Hannah would ever have from anyone but me.

Also—Hannah got to try her first soft serve! Undoubtedly, it was a hit, ice cream smeared from her chin to her forehead. She wasn’t pleased, however, when she reached the bottom of her cupful. (I think I’m going to have to buy an ice cream maker of our own someday in the future; it may serve as good bribe material.)

Ada had the wonderful idea that, on the road, we stay in several bed and breakfast locations to gather some new ideas for mine. The plan felt mischievous and fun, snooping around in my competition to find things to incorporate into my own. I noted that maybe some newer TVs would be assets to consider, and also the option to add lunch and dinner to the itinerary for guests staying longer than a day. Besides, like Ada said, I am cooking for the three of us, anyway. I may as well get paid to do it.

We drove home on Sunday, the three of us thoroughly sunned and sleepy. We didn’t swim, or take pictures, or even listen to the radio. We just rode sleepily down the highway, musing our happy memories, soaking in the last of the sunshine from a most beautiful weekend. It was perfect—absolutely perfect.

As lovely as the trip was, it was dangerously perfect, and therefore, I have a confession that I must make to this diary (and only this diary). I am starting to get the anxiety that comes with closeness rearing its ugly head in my chest. When I see Ada roaming the house—reading magazines cross-legged in the sitting room, drinking tea in large mugs on the front porch, walking barefoot down the stairs in a beautiful linen dress—I am struck, unsuspectingly, with the tantalizing fear that soon she will be gone from here. The dreaded feeling I have worked so hard to combat, the very reason that I bought this lonely house in the middle of the ocean, it was to combat this emotion, this stupid, ugly monster who lives inside of me, who feeds on the destruction of my happiness. And I can feel myself pulling away from her, building a wall of defence for when she leaves me, leaves us, for when my heart once again is ripped in two.

Am I morbid? Am I broken? Did something in the chemistry of my brain malfunction in my youth that makes me feel this way?

I do not know. I only fear. She is so wonderfully warm, and I fear the cold as she fades away from me. I have at most two more short months. 

Sincerely, 

Adelaide

June 12, 1998

Dear Lord, wherever You are, please help me. I have once again made a fine mess of things. I resent my decisions, I repent my efforts, I feel as if today I should throw myself off of the cliff I put faith in and into the ocean below, let it swallow me whole. If not for Hannah, I do not know what I would do with myself.

I have bared myself, my soul, to her. I have invited her sunshine into the darkness that hides in my shadows, and instead of healing, I have tainted the light. I have ruined us, ruined whatever unearthly good that we have. I have failed. My mother was right. I cannot keep myself free from chaos.

It happened last night, late at night, in my tired thralls of insecurity. You see, the print of my book is now brewing, and I am on edge from its impending hurricane. I spent all of yesterday making edits, writing emails, answering letters. I spent all of yesterday being an author, the thing for so long I wanted most in life, and I felt totally inadequate through all of the tasks. I didn’t feel smart enough. Ready enough. I felt like an actor, a bad one, playing the part of a character who knew what to do—without the script. I guess that in the stress of it all, all the unknown, that anticipated, everything just got to me. I went to bed to sleep off the stress, and shortly after I woke again, soaked in sweat, and went downstairs for tea. 

I started crying when I sat down at the table with my mug. I sat, and my head fell, and I just released. Thank God there were no guests that night. What would they have thought? 

I didn’t think I was being loud, but maybe I was (or maybe Ada is simply that intuitive to the ones she loves). But I wept until I saw stars, my tears falling in puddles onto the tablecloth, and when I finally looked up to compose myself, she was there, like an angel, waiting for me to finish. 

Something about her presence invited me to talk, told me that she would be okay if I opened and spilled. And so I talked, unfiltered, for hours and hours. When my mugs of tea ran empty, she filled me a new one. She didn’t move, interrupt, or offer me any counsel. She just sat, and soothed, and listened. She listened as I opened a vein, let her in on every problem I’ve been running from.

And now she knows how mixed up I am. She knows the weakness in me. She knows that I can be a downright monster at times, never remain someone worth being around for long. I told her that I fear I may reject Hannah one day if it gets too hard, raising her on my own. I don’t know how I let this happen, how I let my inhibitions melt away and the floodgates open. The one time in my life I have made things good and I let my emotions destroy everything. 

How can I go on living with someone as perfect as Ada, knowing she sees through my fake wellness? I have revealed to her that I am barely a person worth loving, worth treasuring. And I can already feel her distancing away. She has been different toward me today, her mannerisms more careful, her motions more slow. She moves about me as if she is frightened of damaging me more than I already am, as if the wrong words may break me apart. It is the way too many people have been to me before. I do not want to be cared for, tiptoed around. I do not want people—Ada—to view me as weak. As feeble. I do not want to be cared for any longer. I want to be cared about. Why can I not facilitate a relationship that is mutual? Why must I always depend on other people?

I adore her so intensely. And I understand, for that reason, that it will be corrosive to keep her around me much longer. Hannah will be devastated if she leaves, because in a way Ada has become another mother to her in this short time. Will that make me cruel? I couldn’t steal another mother from her, could I? But I cannot go back to the way I was with Chet. The way I was at home. That unstable shell of a person, limping pathetically through life with no direction, clinging on to the illusion of another person’s love. No. I refuse. I have reasons, now, to make harder decisions, despite the holes they may rip through me. I will not allow myself to be weak, to suffer, to allow Hannah to suffer. I have made a mistake, I have ruined the illusion of Ada’s beautiful friendship, punctured it with my weakness. And to control any further damage, I will simply have to let her go. 

I don’t know how she’ll react if I ask her to go. Will she be understanding? She already knows that I am pathetic. She knows to expect awry things from me, she knows not to judge me for my madness. 

Or (rightfully so) will she be furious—hurt that I am kicking her out with virtually nowhere to go?

She has nowhere to go. If I ask her to leave, what will she do? Will I be exiling her back to her problems?

Oh my, have I made a mess. I do not know what to do—how I just wish that things were simple. How I wish that I were simple, easy.

Yours, 

Adelaide

P.S. I let her read the ARC of my book. She has not said anything about it yet. I knew that it was a terrible book.

June 16, 1998

I have made another mistake. Things have gotten worse.

On the night I wrote my last entry, I was in such an emotional rut that I left my notebook wide open on the kitchen table. I should have remembered to pack it away in my room. I should have remembered, even, to close the cover. Leaving it open on the table practically invited any eyes to come look through it, so I cannot blame Ada for reading. 

She found the last entry I wrote. It was devastating to her, the way I perceived the events of that night.

We fought for the first time, long and hard. I have found that she is the first person I’ve met who can rival my endurance in anger. She was hurt by my words, so hurt that for a short while I was afraid that she was going to explode and storm out. She was hurt that I wanted her to leave just because “she dared care about me.” She was hurt that I still think poorly of myself, when she has worked so hard to help point out my beauty to me. I made her cry. It is the greatest transgression I’ve ever made.

I was furious at first, that she helped herself to the pages of my diary. I was furious that she kept reading, even when she saw the pages were clearly private, my personal thoughts. I felt violated. Betrayed. I felt angry, and I felt sad. 

But after some more thought, I have decided that she is right. The type of friendship we have should not be bound by the walls of a diary. We live under the same roof. We share every meal, every afternoon. We share love for the same child, for Christ’s sake. Why should I hide my thoughts from her when they involve her? She has a right to know what I am thinking of her when I do not articulate them out loud. I think this realization has made me feel worse, because not only have I squandered Ada’s trust, but I fought ignorantly against her correct ideas. 

We shouted at each other. She told me that choosing to live here has been a mistake from the very start, since I do not trust her intentions. She told me that she planned on leaving as soon as possible, that she’d have her bags packed by morning. 

But morning came, and neither of us were ready for Ada to go. We stood in the morning light of the kitchen, Hannah toddling back and forth between us, and at the same time, in the same breath, we apologized to one another. It was like magic. Fate, even. I felt healed in that moment. We agreed that from now on we would function as a family and help each other learn to grow, trust, rebound from difficult times. I felt hopeful again, like we could restart. 

We have not rebounded, though. Despite her claims of growth, of new love, she is not the same as before. We have not returned to that peaceful place despite many efforts on my behalf to repair the holes I’ve torn. She remains distant. Aloof. She is cooler, harsher. At times she has been downright cold to me—and then, moments later, a blaze of loving fire. 

I know that it is my fault. I am the distrustful one. Who has ever heard of a writer who keeps her writing to herself, who punishes others with harsh words and low digs for reading her work? I feel that I have broken us beyond repair. I still feel that all of this is my fault, that if I had just pushed past the urge to open up to her (completely), none of this would be happening right now. I feel that pressure is mounting, somehow, that soon we will fight again. The ground is crumbling like the walls of the cliff. I feel the strain even on Hannah, who has been difficult, emotional, anxious. I notice her anxiety when she watches me—tiny hands patting my neck, begging for my attention, as if she can feel my distress, pulling tight against my skin. Am I failing her? Am I failing?

A guest arrives this Friday, a travel photographer from the United States. I hope his stay will be incentive to remain calm. I hope he brings us joy. I hope he can somehow revert us back to the days full of sunshine. I am so tired of all this rain.

Adelaide

P.S. I have been hiding this journal since she found it that morning. I know that is entirely hypocritical of me, considering everything that I just wrote, but there is still a part of me that wishes to have thoughts to myself. There are still some issues that I feel are important for me to work through before I invite her in on them.

June 18, 1998

I have to admit something, so there is a record of it, just in case. This morning, I could have sworn that I heard Ada call herself “Mama” to Hannah, outside. Maybe this is selfish, but it upset me. Ada monopolizes her time with my daughter, swooping in to take her away from me in every pleasant moment, and passing her back whenever times get tougher.

I tried to speak up yesterday because I wanted to take Hannah to the beach on my own. It hurt Ada, apparently, because she shut herself off in her room for the rest of the day, not even emerging for supper with us. I don’t mean to hurt her so, but this charade is exhausting. Hannah is my child, and as open to sharing her as I am, I will not let someone else dictate the time I get to spend with her. 

I cannot go on letting Hannah refer to Ada as Mama, too. Not while things are this way. Hannah cannot get attached to Ada while times are as rocky as this, because things are quickly reaching a tipping point, and I am not sure that Ada can remain a constant presence in our lives if this is the way it’s going to be. 

Yours,

Adelaide

June 20, 1998

Things have gotten worse than ever, and I’m sad to report that I am afraid of the climax that’s about to come. 

Ada has permeated into me, and for some reason, I cannot shake her out. I operate mechanically, her thoughts in my mind instead of my own. She has changed so much from when I first met her. She is unrecognizable from who she used to be, the incredible person I met a month and a half ago. I do not know how to predict her feelings anymore, her decisions. Some days I am afraid that I will wake up and find the attic empty, find her gone, with no explanation. She is known to do that. She has disclosed that she is not afraid of running away, that she has spent a lifetime emerging and disappearing with the disastrous force of a tidal wave. 

And a tidal wave indeed she is. Some days I’m afraid that she is going to explode. Some days she gets so angry, so quiet, that I don’t know what she is going to do.

It hurts me to write that, to believe she is capable of dark things. She will be so hurt if she finds this diary and reads these harsh words I’ve written about her. She would be so hurt to know I believe she could hurt me. I think of the way I once viewed her, and that mirage is so far away from me now, almost like a fever dream, lost among the void of reality. Instead of seeing everything good in the world when I look in her direction, I see only the wreck of what we’ve become. Have I pushed her to be this way? Was she the one who has pushed me? Am I the monster who has brought out this terrible side of her—or has she been the monster all along?

She stays, I believe, just for Hannah, and I feel sometimes that I have to fight with her for time with my daughter. I don’t know when I let the control I had slip from my fingers, but each morning I wake, and Hannah is with Ada—down on the beach, away on the path, up in the attic. They are together, alone. I don’t like it anymore, sharing my daughter. I am tired of feeling compelled to pass her over to someone else, someone she loves as much as me, watching her bond waver as two people fight over her love. 

The solution is gutting but simple: I must ask her to leave, at once. I cannot live like this anymore. A guest is here for a few days, a photographer, and I am concerned that the tension between us is making him feel uncomfortable. He asked to take our pictures, and the whole time Ada fought with me over Hannah, silently, her battle with shared looks and ignored requests. I was afraid she could feel it between us, the intensity, the brewing storm. There can’t be more chances this time around. I am certain of what I must do, and that is to ask her to go.

My sweet Hannah, I hope you may grow to forgive me for this rift. I want what is best for you, my dear little girl. And this situation is good for neither of us, this bond that you have with Ada is not healthy, and I couldn’t bear to subject you, so young, to something so toxic. I will not have you learn from me to let other people change you, break you, before you do something about them. I promise one day I will make sense. I will have a better hold on myself. I promise one day you will live in a stable, happy home with stable, happy people, that I will be boring, just like the fungi lady Debby Callahan. One day I will be smart, someone inspiring to you. I will see these things coming before they have a chance to break me. I am sorry your first few years have been so hectic. Please know that I love you so much, that I am trying still, despite it all.

All my love, 

Adelaide
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My mother’s diary ends suddenly, an ominous conclusion to a terrible truth. My fingers brush over her final written words, all my love, made out to me. She wrote to me as if she knew, someday, that I would read her diary. Almost like she knew she wouldn’t be here to tell me these stories herself.

What follows the last entry is nothing—a stack of clean, blank ivory pages, never used, a whole diary full of them. It ends here. She ends here, on June 20, 1998, because she was murdered by a person she loved.

She died before she saw her book released into the world. She died before she had the chance to stand up for herself, to prove to herself that she could be strong for the first time. She died before my third birthday. She didn’t get to have a wedding, she didn’t get to grow her beloved business, didn’t get to reconnect with her parents, didn’t get to take me to Disney World. She didn’t get to do anything that she wanted to do, that she deserved to do, because she was murdered by a psychopath who wanted the jewels of her life.

I look up at Colleen, my eyes full of tears again. It hurts me so much, the weight of it all, crashing down around us. Nothing is real; nothing makes sense. Everything hurts: my heart, my head, my arms. I feel entirely drained of emotion, like I have nothing left in me to feel at all but the horrible hurt from my injuries.

“It can’t be true,” I mumble stubbornly. Colleen is also a psychopath. She could be lying, for all I know. But deep down, I know that it’s all true. It has to be true. It’s the truth that I found, myself—the truth that proves my entire life has been nothing more than a big fat lie. 

Colleen frowns. “I couldn’t believe it, either. Really. It’s like a movie.”

Her hand extends across the table, and I watch as she hands me a napkin. 

“How did . . .” I begin, taking the napkin. I blot at my cheeks and nose. There is blood on the tissue when I pull it away. I can’t tell from where I’m bleeding, if it’s coming in a trail from my head or from my nose. 

“How did I stumble upon all of this?” she asks. She huffs, shrugging her shoulders. “The same way you did. I got here, started questioning your mother, and realized that nothing about her made any sense.”

I close my eyes. I try to imagine my mother’s house from the perspective of an outsider, the weird circumstances that I have never second-guessed. 

Colleen continues. “I’ve seen malingerers before, but all of them had motives, you know? Some fake sick to get out of work, some do it to get attention from their families, yada yada. Your mom—I couldn’t figure out what she was doing it for. She was this little hermit who didn’t see anyone. Hermits don’t want attention. It’s like the opposite of what they want. Your mother didn’t work, so that wasn’t it, either. She already had enough of your attention. Jesus. She didn’t need dementia to keep you wrapped around her finger. So that wasn’t it, either.”

The more she talks about it, the more it confuses me, too. What did she have to gain from faking a deteriorative illness?

“And all of the weird little behaviours she had. Hermits would never intentionally wreck their homes with hoarding. They’re diligent about their spaces. It was like your mother was trying to destroy hers.”

I think back to the garbage bags in my mother’s closet. The wretched smell of her room. I remember the way she used to be: intent on spotlessness, ready to catch in her hand every damn muffin crumb that threatened the sparkle of the floor. Colleen is right. Nothing about her hoarding was compatible with her personality at all. Mess would only cause her distress.

“I noticed that she was super paranoid over her space, that it didn’t really line up with the behaviours. She didn’t like me roaming around in the kitchen. She didn’t want me wandering out of her sight. It got me thinking about the different kinds of motives people have. I realized that the way she was acting—she was trying to hide something.”

I have to clean it up. It’s so messy.

“And then one night I caught her writing a note.” Colleen shakes her head, zones out for a moment. 

She reaches around her body and pulls a folded sheet of loose-leaf paper from her back pocket. She sends it toward me, sliding it across the table like an air hockey puck.

I unfold the paper, slowly, afraid of what I may find. A single line of pencilled text glares up at me from the sheet.

Hannah, Im sorry for doing this but I hav to be free and out of my mizery. Love you always Mama

I look up at Colleen, horrified. “She wanted to commit suicide?”

Colleen scoffs. Laughs for a moment. “God, no.” She glowers at my mother’s body on the floor. “This bitch wanted to fake her own suicide so she could go back to living her life as Ada Fraser.”

I recoil in my chair. My head spins. “What?”

“She had this big, elaborate master plan, Hannah. She’d been preparing for years. And the scary thing is the whole deal would have been watertight if I hadn’t shown up at the last minute and fucked everything up.”

My lower lip wobbles as I stare at the note, my stomach rolling with hurt. I imagine myself before this mess, just earlier this week. I would have suffered immensely to know she had committed suicide. I would have blamed myself for leaving her lonely, for not doing enough to make her feel wanted, loved. Even after all of the cruel, hurtful things that she did in my past, through all those times, through all those years, I still came to her defence each time she struggled, saw to her every need. And she would pretend to throw herself off of a cliff just to get away from me? 

“When I found her writing that note, I threatened to report her for malingering. The act that she was putting on—she wouldn’t have had the capacity to write a suicide note. The ability to intentionally kill herself. And of course she tried to play it off like she was confused, that she didn’t know what I was accusing her of. She was so certain that she could fool me like she had everyone else in her life, she was positive that she knew more than I did about dementia. The woman was a psychopath, Hannah. She really believed she was untouchable.”

“And she told you the truth?” I ask. I sniff, sure now that a curtain of snot is cascading down my upper lip.

“God, no. Not at first, she didn’t. She wouldn’t tell me a thing until I started snooping, until I found this lockbox.” Colleen pats the box on the table. “She’d been keeping it under her bed the whole time—can you imagine? Well, once I found that, then she really got squirmy. She tried offering me money at first, for me to keep my mouth shut. She said a diary didn’t prove that she’d done anything wrong, that it was just a novel she’d been writing. But then her mail came one day, and I had to go get it from her PO box, and I went through it first and found that she had cheques made out to someone named Ada Fraser, the same woman from the diary. Well, it was over then, because I’d proven her to be a fraudster, cashing money as two separate people. I thought at first that there’s where it ended, too. Just like you did. And I had semi-concrete proof that, in order to commit fraud, she had murdered the original Adelaide Fitzgerald.”

I take a deep breath. my eyes trace along her gun again. I can’t figure out Colleen’s angle here, why she is interested in telling me this story. Why is she doing this? Why is she wasting her time?

“Why didn’t you call the police?” I ask. “Why not let them handle it then?”

Colleen grimaces. “Because that wouldn’t do anything good for us, Hannah. Look. I’m a vigilante. I run a bit rogue, as you’ve probably been able to tell. I knew that if I went to the police she’d get arrested, and she’d just go to jail and fake some mental illness, and justice would never be served for Adelaide. For you. For me. So I asked myself, Colleen? What do you want out of this? And I realized that I wanted money, and I wanted justice for you.”

My heart sinks. Money? Colleen has murdered my mother, and is on the verge of murdering me, over something as stupidly simple as money? I can give her money. She can have everything my mother owns. I will drain my account of my student loans and auction off every asset in my apartment. Money is not that valuable to me. 

“I made a deal with her. She could go on with her little plan, plant that stupid little suicide note, throw a jacket over the cliff, make it look all sad like some big tragedy and whatnot, and then go run off as Ada Fraser. Start again. But she had to give me all her money, every cent of it, or I would talk.”

Rage grows inside me. Colleen was just going to let her go? Justice for my mother’s murder was worth less to her than the money my mother had hoarded? Colleen is just as bad as Ada Fraser. I eye the gun. It is the only thing that stops me from throwing myself up out of the chair and toward her. I want her to suffer, feel the pain that I feel because of her. I want to take something from her, something from the both of them.

“And then you showed up and started snooping around, and Ada almost went out of her mind with paranoia, thinking you were going to figure it out before we had a chance to execute the plan. I have to give you props for that much, Hannah. You’re way slicker than she thought.” Colleen sighs, looks at Ada again. “We were going to plan the suicide”—she uses cheesy air quotes—“for tonight. You and I would have woken up to find her gone. You would have gone on with your life, blissfully free from her demands, her control. Ada would have gone on with her life broke and on the run, would have festered to death in her own paranoia. I would have tipped off someone, eventually, once she suffered awhile. Punishment enough. And I would have gone on with my life a couple hundred thousand dollars richer. The garbage in the house would have caused the place to be condemned, and the evidence of Adelaide’s murder would have been found when they finally tore the place down.”

Her last words catch my attention. “What do you mean the evidence?”

“I have to clean it up.” She imitates my mother, one of the last things she ever said to me. “Oh brother, I forgot to tell you about this.” She stands up, creeps a few steps in front of Ada’s body. Her toes are dangerously close to the pool of blood, but she doesn’t seem to care. I guess as a nurse you don’t feel as frightened by death.

She hooks her nails into the edge of a square of the linoleum and pulls up on a corner of it. The square of flooring peels up, the edges rough, implying they’ve been torn up before. Which means that they’ve been displaced before, that Ada has pulled them up in the past, to clean it up. Inside the flooring, below the surface, are circular dark red stains, patchy from bleach, from attempts to clean them up, to hide the evidence. 

There’s a reason that she’s never had work done here, a reason that she was trying to put the place in a state of ruin before she left it forever. She killed someone, right on the very floor that I stand on. In the cracks of the flooring, Adelaide’s blood tells the story of her violent ending. It’s so messy. 

She’d been trying to destroy the house so that there was no story. Ada wanted to kill off Adelaide, finally, so that there would never be a body. So she could slip blissfully back into herself, go on about her life, without ever having to face the consequences of her evil decisions. And she almost pulled it off.

“She killed her right here,” Colleen says, pointing down at the blood under the floor. “She told me that they’d gotten into a fight over you. Ada said that she felt like she’d lost control over your mother and decided that she couldn’t let Adelaide have the upper hand.”

I squeeze my eyes shut. I can’t look at Ada’s body lying dead on the floor. Hatred surges through me. I wish it had been me who’d stabbed her to death. I wish it had been me to bring her to justice, finally, to punish Ada for the lifetime of misery she’d put me through.

“She beat her to death with that damn rolling pin,” Colleen says, pointing to the sink, as if she hasn’t also bludgeoned someone with the rolling pin. I don’t want to hear anything else from her. I put my head down and try to stop crying. “She said she liked the way it felt to watch her die.”

“Stop!” The word explodes from me, piercing into the silence of the house around us. I tremble, sobbing loudly, desperate to get away from it all, from Colleen, from the truth. I want to go home, bury myself under my weighted blanket, do hours of breathing exercises to the sounds of the city. “Stop telling me!” The image of Ada with the rolling pin, the wet, sharp sounds of her killing my cat outside. The effortless drop of her fist against the table as a carpenter waddled past. The violent films she watched on the edge of her seat. The horrible coldness she regarded me with when I did something to displease her.

“She killed your mother in front of you, Hannah. You watched her. She said it was her only regret about the whole thing.”

I leap from my chair, toward her, blindly missing Ada’s body. I regret it as soon as I am airborne. Colleen grabs me by the shoulders and freezes me into place in front of her. I can feel the nozzle of the gun pressing into my bicep, a warning, a reminder of what I am dealing with.

“Easy there, Hannah,” she says, her voice an angry whisper. “Don’t make me kill you, too.”

My whole body trembles, limp from fear, from pain. Colleen grips my shoulders and forces me to turn around in place. Blood from Ada’s body spreads under the weight of my feet on the linoleum and rolls in a short trail toward me. I watch as it touches and soaks into my sock. My stomach rolls, and for a moment I think that I might throw up. She pushes the barrel of her gun into the small of my back. “Walk,” she tells me, her command hot in my ear. “Now.”
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I do as she tells me and walk forward in the dark house. I notice, for the first time, that our path is alight with candles, tea lights, arranged along the staircase and the walls of the hallway, their flames ranging in size like a series of tiny bonfires. The candles are positioned around the house to light the way, I guess, because Colleen is unstable on the hardwood behind me, her feet still not used to the ruts, the soft, rotten spots in the boards. 

I feel I am walking the aisle to my own funeral. It occurs to me that I might actually be, that this may be my last moment on earth. Should I just take everything in and pull a grateful last breath into my lungs? Or should I try to get away, do everything in my power to live a little longer? A sickening thought comes to mind: Do I even want to live any longer, like this?

We make it to the front door, and I stop, squeezing my eyes shut as Colleen nears me, the gun pushing harder against my back. 

“Outside?” I wheeze. I can’t see out there. I’m not wearing any shoes. For a moment my mind swims with possibilities, the horrors that await me in the dark. It feels worse, what she’s planning, in the black of the night. 

My heart begins to pound again. My head throbs, sharp pain jolts in waves down my spine. I got a concussion at the gym during my first year of university—on a whim I had tried the treadmill for the first time and had subsequently been thrown off when I unknowingly set it to level ten. This is worse than that injury—much, much worse. I feel that I am going to vomit, cry, and pass out, all at once. 

“Did I tell you to stop?” she demands. 

I keep going. I put a wobbly foot in front of myself, touch the earth below with my toe, and step down from the threshold. The night air is sharp, cold on my face. Goosebumps break out in patches along the exposed skin of my arms. My teeth begin to chatter, clicking noisily together. My sore tongue hurts from the vibration.

“Remember what I said?” Colleen asks, but her voice is muted, blurred by the wind. 

“What?”

“I won’t kill you if I don’t have to.” Her voice is leering, mean. She is taunting me. I can’t figure her out. I can’t tell if she’s good or bad, if her intentions are sinister or desperate. I can’t decide which is worse.

I keep moving. The cliff face is stark, cold in the wind. I can feel the polar sea air blowing off the ocean as we draw closer to the edge, descending down the trail.

“Wh-where are we g-going?” I whisper. I feel so tired that my body feels willing to fall limp in the soft grass below. I feel the familiar earth of the footpath and step over an approaching boulder in a bolt of muscle memory. The ground is sharp, cold beneath my feet. My toes curl with every step. The blade-like edges of broken sticks are waiting to cut me.

“Never mind that,” she says. We walk another moment. I can feel the insecurity in her movements as we traverse the trail in the dark. It is a difficult enough walk in the daylight without ankle support. Loose rocks, deep roots, sudden streams of slippery water.

“Watch your step,” I remind her coldly as I feel her stumble over a root. Her weight shifts forward, and her body knocks haphazardly into my back.

She spits angrily, “Keep going.”

We continue down the trail. The only light guiding our steps is the shine of the moon. Shadows light silhouettes, silver, along the cliff. Bent, stubborn trees that twist and reach for you like evil nets, desperate for your capture. Loose boulders that change position in the winter, again in the spring. The rough arms of brushes that scratch your arms, the snaky roots of trees. In the moonlight, I appreciate for the first time the rugged beauty of the coast, my coast. For the first time, I do not want to leave it behind. 

We descend, down, down, down, and for a while I believe that she is taking me down to the beach. We reach a fork in the trail, and I as I step left, Colleen corrects me: “Right.”

And then it hits me—we aren’t going to the beach. We are going to my picnic tree.

My picnic spot exists in a small cave in the wall of the rock where several trees, including mine, are sheltered from the wind and the sea. It is the picnic tree from the photos. The one with just my mother, and the one with the woman I thought for most of my life was my mother. 

“Why are we going to the tree?” I ask her. 

“Keep going,” Colleen says roughly. 

“Tell me.”

“Just keep going.” 

I try and run through the possibilities of what she’s planning to do with me once we get there. Ideas bleed through my head, one by one, trickle by in a panicked blur. She’s going to kill me beneath the picnic tree. She’s going to push me off the cliff. She’s going to kill the both of us. She’s going to kill herself.

Finally, we reach the plot of land. I jump as a light suddenly switches on, illuminating the patch of grass. She’s had a flashlight this whole time. 

I watch as she moves the beam, and as it reaches a spot in the grass, the light glints as it hits something metal, lying at the foot of my tire swing tree, perched between two of its roots. What’s lying there is a shovel, a simple garden spade. My heart begins to pound again. Colleen nudges me toward it. I don’t know what she wants me to do with a shovel. I can’t think straight. My head hurts.

“Dig,” she tells me, simply.

Again, my heart sinks. I feel as though every fibre in my body has been depleted of energy, as if my arms are hollow tubes of rubber hanging uselessly at my sides. I don’t see how I can do it, how I can even pick up the weight of the shovel. I don’t even fully register what she is asking me to do. I’m stuck on the information, like part of it is missing, like I haven’t heard it all. How will I dig? What good will digging do? What am I digging for?

And it hits me, all at once, with the force and the noise of a gunshot. 

I pick up the shovel with trembling hands and a new-found will to obey her. My wrists burn from their bindings, my arms ache from their contortion against the chair, but something inside of me rages against my exhaustion, and I sink the tip of the spade into the grass. My hands shake so roughly that I almost drop the shovel and fall onto the earth below. I push into the ground with all my might, making the spade sink just an inch farther, and then I flick, sending the dirt flying through the air, spilling over the edge of the grassy cave, toward the bottom of the cliff.

I do that perhaps a hundred times over, an endless search for what feels like nothing. I wonder if I am wrong about what I think I am looking for, if Colleen is merely making me dig my own grave, so that at the end of it all, when my body has finally wilted with exhaustion, she can shoot me and get rid of the evidence, having done none of the work. Despite the cold, despite the wind that blows roughly on my body, beads of sweat trail down my face and shoulders. The hole that I’m digging in the earth gets wider and deeper. 

And then I hit something. The spade cracks noisily against something hard lodged in the mud and bounces back at me angrily. A box of some type submerged in the earth. And suddenly I know what it is, I know that I’m right about what I’ve been digging for, what I’ve been doing. Suddenly, I know what Colleen has made me find.

“Mama,” I whisper. My body finally gives out, and I drop to my knees. I reach a trembling hand out toward the surface of the box. I push the gathered dirt away from the top, revealing the smooth aluminum surface, the painted detailing. It is a tickle trunk, like the one that I found in the attic under the bed on that first day here. The trunk in the attic that started it all. 

My poor mother. I bury my face in my dirty hands and weep for her. Am I going to die here? Has Colleen brought me here so I could go alongside her? In some twisted way to reunite us?

“See? You found her,” Colleen says quietly. “You found the body, just like you found the truth. And in a furious rage, you stormed back into your house and killed that horrible woman Ada Fraser.” She smiles triumphantly, satisfied with her perfect plan. “The ultimate retribution for killing your mother. Voluntary manslaughter. I’ll testify as a witness to your crazed mental state. I’ll help you build your case against Ada. You won’t go to jail. Nothing will happen to you.”

“No,” I tell her. My eyes lift from the box, and for a moment, woozy, I stare into Colleen’s beady brown eyes. They glow amber in the beam of the flashlight. 

At my words, they come alive with fury. 

“Excuse me?” 

“I won’t,” I tell her, and I mean it.

She rolls her eyes. “Don’t make me shoot you, Hannah. You’re going to do what I tell you.”

I close my eyes. It dawns on me that if she shoots me, she won’t get away with either of her crimes. There is a guarantee that justice will be served, at least for me. 

“Shoot me,” I prompt her. “At least I won’t die a coward, like you will.”

Her face changes, then, from confidence to anger. she does not like this new challenge, and it occurs to me that perhaps she really doesn’t want to shoot me. She knows what I do—that killing me is more of a dead end than keeping me alive. I realize, at once, that I am the one with the upper hand. And for the first time in my life I am thankful for the cliffs that stand around me, because here, now, I know them better than she does. 

With every last shred of adrenaline I have in me, I push myself up to my feet. I have to be careful. But I have to act. 

“Get down, now, or I swear to God that I’ll kill you.” She is pointing the gun at me, and I notice that the nozzle is trembling. 

I move, slowly, steadily, one step forward and several inches to my right. The ground beneath my feet is still solid, still safe. I have about one body’s length left remaining between me and the drop. Colleen does not, and she mirrors my actions, following me with her weapon. 

She cannot see her own feet in the night. The flashlight, aimed at me, is her only source of light. I move another inch. She does, too. I watch, patiently. 

“Get down, Hannah!”

I move another inch and turn my body to the side. And she, inexperienced to the cliffside, unknowing of the dangers of the corroded sedimentary coast, takes just one more step in my direction.

And the rock beneath her feet crumbles and releases from the cliff. 

Colleen falls. She is gone before I can see her. A single gunshot releases into the night, the bullet lodged somewhere in the rock face below.

There is a crash, and then there is silence. There is nothing but the sound of the wind, the waves. Colleen is gone. Ada Fraser is gone. And I, for the first time since arriving at this place, am safe. 

But I am left alone, dying, on the edge of a cliff. For a while I wonder if this really is the end, despite beating my assailant, despite escaping. I wonder if I am going to die here on this cliff from exposure, from my head wound, if a tidal wave will rise and sweep me, too, off the edge. I can feel myself slowly fading into the night, joining the sky. 

My fingers trace along the perimeter of the exposed box, the trunk that contains my mother’s body, and I wonder how I am supposed to go on from here. I think of my mother’s diaries, the promises she made to me in the months before she died. I press my hand to the top of the trunk, and I ask her if it’s time for me to join her. 

She says nothing, and I realize indeed that this is not my time. She would not want me to stop, to succumb. She’d want me to fight, to prosper, to shoot up new sprouts and grow.

Mama, I promise that I will grow for you. I will heal. I will find a way to be stable. 

All my love, Hannah. 

And somewhere within myself, deep in the reeds of my lowest courage, my legs find the strength for me to rise again. I stand for a moment in the wind, letting it push the strands of hair out of my eyes, letting it push the cold through me and will me to move. And I know that the wind and the ocean cannot rattle me anymore.

The sun begins to rise, and I walk with the coast all the way to the house.







nineteen

Around two hours later, an RCMP squad car rolls carefully up my mother’s drive and stops near the middle, just behind my car. An officer climbs out, adjusts his waistband, and looks around the property. 

I am waiting on the front porch, arms huddled tightly around my knees. My chin rests atop my folded legs, and I doze in and out of sleep. I don’t know what to do or say to bring his attention to me. I cannot remember how to move.

He bumbles up the driveway toward the house. Finally, his eyes land on me, and he motions to his partner to get out of the car and join him. 

“Hannah Fitzgerald?” asks the officer, approaching me slowly. He is inspecting me, looking a little shocked, I’m sure, at my condition. I’m sure that my face is a fine mess, that I smell of sweat and urine and dirt, of salt, but I don’t have the energy to care about my appearance. I have to try not to fall asleep. 

I try and nod my head, but it hurts too much. Another officer, a bald man much shorter than the first, gets out of the car. He approaches me slowly and asks, “Are you all right, ma’am?”

I shake my head this time. Pain slashes through my eyes, down my neck. I decide to stop using my head to communicate.

“You made a call about a domestic disturbance?” asks the shorter officer. He pulls a notepad from his chest pocket and begins to scribble. 

“Yes,” I tell him, but I can’t remember what I said on the phone. By the time I finally got service, I felt so dizzy that I could barely speak. “My moth—there’s been a murder,” I tell him. “And an accident.” 

And then I finally pass out on the step.

Apparently, the blunt-force trauma i sustained to my head caused a severe concussion. A concussion, then, that was aggravated by the repetitive motions of digging a hole, of climbing a trail, and then waiting for hours for help to arrive. When Colleen hit me, they explained, she fractured my skull in several places; apparently, her swing had made my brain spin around in the fluid of my skull. It was bad, they said. Very bad. The doctor told me that I was lucky to be alive, that he couldn’t believe I had survived the attack—he couldn’t believe that Colleen hadn’t killed me with that first strike of the rolling pin. I was admitted to hospital for an indeterminate length of time, for as long as it took them to ensure a brain bleed wouldn’t pose a threat to my life. When I finally came to and felt well enough to talk, I explained to the police everything that I knew, from exactly how I remembered the events of that night. I told them about my mother, my real mother, how her identity had been stolen by Ada Fraser. I told them about her bed and breakfast, the secret attic, the bloody coat awaiting them upstairs, if they wanted to check. I told them of Philip Karson, that he could verify my mother’s true identity, could verify Ada Fraser posing as my mother. They listened, at first in what I think was disbelief. The detective left my hospital room with a tight look on his face, and for a while after, I wasn’t sure whether he believed me.

I also told them about Colleen, how she had learned of my mother’s secrets and had decided that there loomed an opportunity to cash out. I told them that she’d threatened me, wanted to frame me for Ada’s murder, had forced me at gunpoint to dig up the body of my murdered mother so that she could establish my motive.

I realized for the first time as I spoke how insane the story sounded. I felt overwhelmed by the details, how many there were. Even I thought that I sounded crazy, nonsensical. I wondered how long it would be before they arrested me. 

But to investigators my story made sense. Everything I told them, they could back it up with evidence from the property, from the scene of the crime. 

Ada had been stabbed to death with Colleen’s folding knife, the one she’d left on the kitchen table after using it to cut my wrist bindings. The knife was covered in her fingerprints, the blade covered in Ada’s blood. The rolling pin, the one she’d attempted to wash, had not been cleaned enough—her fingerprints and my blood, waiting to tell the story, were found in the tiny grooves in the wood. The stab wound was inflicted by someone left-handed. A strand of Colleen’s hair was found clenched in Ada’s fist. Colleen had been sloppy in her killing. She’d given herself away.

My innocence showed in my injuries. I had serious contusions on both of my wrists that matched the rope she’d used to tie my hands. I had been online, messaging Philip Karson, for fifteen minutes while the murder had taken place. Blood was not present on my clothing, except for in the bottom of my sock. Colleen’s body was found a week later, lost at sea, mangled by marine life. A single gunshot wound, self-inflicted (accidental), had been found through the toes of her right shoe. She had literally shot herself in the foot on the way down the cliff.

Philip Karson testified to police that he had in fact stayed in Adelaide Fitzgerald’s bed and breakfast twenty years ago. He confirmed that Ada Fraser was not the owner of the property and humbly testified that I had approached him, discreetly, looking for answers. He told police that he felt guilty for setting off a chain of events that had ended in two deaths. Police told him that had he not answered me that day, Adelaide Fitzgerald’s murder would never have been solved.

My mother’s body was exhumed from the trunk at the picnic tree, and an autopsy was performed on her. She too had suffered a round of blunt-force trauma—Ada had bludgeoned her to death, long and brutally, using the same rolling pin from the kitchen. She’d murdered Adelaide in a fit of rage in her own kitchen, in front of her baby daughter, and then stuffed her body into a tickle trunk from the house. The police don’t know exactly how she managed to get the box down the footpath to the picnic spot, how she managed to bury it there by herself. But they think that the coast provided her with the privacy she needed to do the job over several days.

They suspect that Ada had planned to run away after the murder but was faced with the unexpected burden of deciding what to do with me. My existence put her immediately in jeopardy. If she dumped me off somewhere, everyone would go looking for Adelaide. If she killed me, people would notice my absence. It was a tangly situation, having a baby in the mix—and it turns out that it was just easier, after all, to carry on living life as both Ada and Adelaide than it was to choose just one of them. So, stubbornly, hidden in plain sight, she spent the next twenty years in isolation, in the perfect hiding place for the perfect crime.

Profilers think that she spared me because people would notice if I went missing. But I don’t think that’s the case, knowing Ada the way that I did. I think that I was another one of her trophies, like the coat and the locket and Adelaide’s house. Keeping me, raising me as her own, would be her final shot at Adelaide, a final blow to her victim. I was something that Adelaide didn’t want Ada to have. So she kept me, her own little vengeful doll. 

And never in a million years did she think that I would be the one to expose her secrets. 

As time went by, more people were able to confirm the secrecy under which she led her life. To the people of Loostab, no one had any reason to question her. She’d told Joanie at the Loostab grocery mart, perhaps the only person who actually knew her as Ada, that she and Adelaide were lovers—that Adelaide had become agoraphobic and, due to her mental condition, couldn’t get out of bed. Couldn’t raise me. Couldn’t go on with her life. That afternoon when Joanie asked how my mother was, she had been speaking of my agoraphobic Adelaide. She had never connected the dots that Adelaide had long since died. 

The lovers lie was what she told the doctors, too, when she started bringing me to appointments. To anyone new, she was Adelaide—to anyone old, she was Adelaide’s wife. And if anyone asked about her beloved, she would tell them, head hanging, that Adelaide is just not well enough today, with a look of sorrow so realistic, so genuine, that no one dared to question her. That was how she got through most of her life of lies—she was so convincing, so magnetic, that no one ever believed she needed to lie about anything. 

Colleen, it turns out, also had a history of her own. She had been accused—albeit with no substantial proof—of theft, from clients of hers before. Elderly clients had complained that jewellery had gone missing, that their things had been trifled with. Others complained that they’d caught her snooping in basements, rummaging through cupboards. It wasn’t the first time she had ditched her morals for the sake of money. Turns out she didn’t like the job “just to help people.” She enjoyed the job because, like my mother, she liked her position of power over other people.

Shortly after the launch of the investigation, the first officer who’d arrived at the scene came into my hospital room to tell me that it was official—I wasn’t to be charged with anything. The case wouldn’t be going to court. He sat with me for a while, stayed with me while I cried tears of relief, of sadness, of anger. He asked me if I had any family that he should contact—and I think that’s why he stayed, because there wasn’t anyone else around to offer me comfort. I couldn’t think of anyone I wanted him to call, so I just politely declined and told him not to worry, that I had endured worse. 

The officer told me that he had something for me, something they’d released from evidence because it was no longer of value to them. He reached into a pocket on the inside of his coat and pulled out a plastic bag. Inside was my mother’s locket, freshly polished, free from the grime of years of storage.

“We had it cleaned for you,” the officer said. “Figured you deserved to have a happy reminder of her.”

The hospital bed is stiff and unyielding despite the many efforts of the nurses to keep me comfortable during my stay. Concussion protocol means no screens and minimal lighting, so I’ve spent most of my time so far in abject boredom, doing large-font crosswords, praying for the company of visitors. 

My friends have been great. They have visited almost every day of my stay, despite papers and assignments alike. Brooke, to no surprise, was the first to visit. She came barrelling into my room with a discounted bouquet of roses. She was visibly horrified by my appearance—my two black shiners—but after a while she settled down and we returned to laughter. I told her what had happened, the story of my mother, and the woman I believed to be my mother. She listened, open-mouthed, and when I finished talking, she told me that if I didn’t write a book about it, then she would. 

The next day, she came again with the rest of my group chat in tow. This time, they brought a cake instead of flowers, with frosting scribbled across the top that said “Congrats on surviving.” It was my first real laugh in weeks. We ate the full cake over the bed, blue frosting splattering the hospital sheets. The most love I’ve ever felt. 

Matt came the following evening, to my horror. I hadn’t told him of my condition, despite his numerous texts, because I hadn’t found a way to funnel it into something normal-sounding. Despite my efforts to minimize the content, he’d received the news in detail from Brooke, who I’m sure reached out to him to “move things along” in my favour. He showed up clutching a bouquet of daisies, and I watched, horrified, as he studied the sight of my battered face. Just when I was sure he was going to leave again and drop the daisies in a pile on the floor, he pulled up a chair beside me and sat down. 

He stayed for three hours, and not once did I stop smiling. He didn’t ask what had happened (I assume due to Brooke’s inevitable spreading of the tale throughout the department). Instead, we talked about the semester, my future, and what I hoped to do next in the following months, since my master’s degree would have to sit on hold for a while, at least until my brain fully recovered. 

He stood up to leave only when the nurse knocked on the door to let him know that visiting hours had come to an end. Flustered, he stood up, patting around for his jacket. 

“You’re amazing, Hannah,” he told me softly as he put on his coat. “I don’t think I could have gotten through what you did.”

Tonight, I lie lonely in my hospital bed, trying to focus on the podcast in my earbuds. A mental health conversation on the benefits of mindfulness. I am trying to get stronger, mentally, trying to get a better grasp on my panic. I still have a way to go—months of trauma therapy for me to conquer before I will be fully functioning again—but I am motivated to push on, get through the struggle. 

There’s a knock at the door, suddenly, disrupting my train of thought. I look at the time. Seven thirty. Casual visiting hours are over now. It shouldn’t be the doctor, and the nurses up here don’t usually knock before coming in.

“Come in,” I say.

The door swings open, and to my complete shock, into the room walks my father. His face looks pained with worry, and he hurries toward my bedside. For a while he just stares at me, wordlessly, probably shocked by my swollen eyes. 

Carefully, awkwardly, he lays a shaking hand on the side of my face. He sits on the edge of my bed near my feet. It is the closest, physically and emotionally, that I’ve ever been to him. It is strange, uncomfortable, like being held by a stranger.

“Oh, Hannah,” he says softly, so softly that I can barely hear him. “I’m so sorry.” 

And then he begins to weep. Not in the messy, self-pitying sob that I’ve heard from him before on those summer months when he’d cry from the guilt of letting me down again. It’s a new sad, a genuine sad, a sadness for me and only me. He takes one of my hands between his own.

I don’t know what to say or how to comfort him. I watch him for a little while. It hadn’t even come to my mind to call him, to tell him of my recovery. 

“I can’t believe you went through all that on your own,” he says. “I should have been there, helping you.”

“Dad,” I begin, an attempt to cut off his nonsense. I am in no mood to listen to him ramble about his absentee-fatherly woes. “There’s nothing—”

“Hannah,” he says, cutting me off. “You should never have been out there dealing with everything on your own.”

I stop for a moment and consider the weight of his words. He’s right, in a way. I’ve been burdened by so much for almost all my life. I take a breath. I accept his apology.

“I haven’t been a father to you, not ever,” he says. He shakes his head, frowning. “And it shouldn’t have taken almost losing you to wake me up to that truth.”

I want to agree with him, but I don’t answer. I do not feel hostile. I do not want to fight with him right now. 

“But I want to be a good father, more than anything else.” He squeezes my hand. I know that I have every right to pull away from him, to cast him out of my room, out of my life, but I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to live the rest of my life in the resentful way that Ada Fraser lived hers. I don’t want to waste my time and my energy hating other people, because I don’t want to end up, quite literally, in the company of no one. 

I stare at him, watching the pitiful droop of his head. It dawns on me that I could be bitter, I could get upset at him for barging in here during a moment of my weakness and preying on my vulnerability. For never stepping up before, for waiting until a near-death incident before ever bothering to try. I can’t bring myself to do that, however. I stare at him for a while, trying to map my face in his features. I can see myself in his eyes, his frown. He is the only family that I have now. 

I slowly, purposefully, take hold of his hand. His eyes meet mine, almost as if in surprise, as if he’d been expecting his efforts to be met with rejection. 

“We’ll start here,” I promise him. All the bitterness starts to fade as I think of a new future, of the promise of tomorrow. Hope rises from the pit of my heart. 

The corners of his mouth turn up into a hesitant smile. This is going to be a challenge, a learning curve, for the both of us. We will have to learn together, to start fresh, to really try. But I am willing to work on it for as long as he is. 

“Here,” he says, his voice barely a breath. “Right here.”

Maybe I am being naive, maybe setting myself up for failure by putting my faith in him. But here, now, I believe him.

“I—uh—I brought you something,” he says. He sticks two fingers beneath the lapel of his jacket, into the front pocket of his shirt. A small piece of paper. A photograph.

He unfolds the crease and looks at it once, as if deciding whether or not to go through with giving it to me. Then he exhales and passes the picture to me. 

It is a photo of the three of us: my father, Adelaide, and infant me, swaddled in a pink afghan in my mother’s arms. We are seated on a sofa, my father to the left of my mother, his arm wrapped lazily around her shoulders. He is looking at me, his face contorted into some ridiculous position as he tries to make me laugh. A hand of mine is wrapped around his thumb. My mother looks adoringly toward me, the same determined look of love she shares in every photo we have together. My eyes fill with tears, my thumb tracing lightly along the contours of her face in the picture. Mama.

“I was always too scared to call her back after she left,” he tells me, a lifelong admission. The expression in his eyes is pained, tortured. He looks at the photo with grief. “I knew that if I did, I’d only ruin us. I figured I was doing her a favour.”

I picture her alone in our house, a baby bouncing in her tired arms, the wind howling at the windows. I imagine the force of the many storms she must have endured alone, the dark sky looming overhead. She did all of it alone. I imagine how lonely she must have been there, by herself, no company but the moon. 

“She missed you,” I tell him. I believe that he deserves honesty now, that lies have been told on her behalf for far too long. “She wrote about you in her diaries. She wanted to know why you never called.”

My father wipes his eyes. He looks devastated, the way you’d expect someone to look after spending a lifetime consumed by regrets. 

“But,” I say, “if it brings you any solace, she was okay on her own.”

I think of her excitement about the B&B, her joy from its success. Her first novel, the only one that Ada didn’t write in her name. I think of her love for me, her love for the promise of a new day, a new opportunity.

“Let’s move on together for her. Can we?” I ask him earnestly. I can put aside my apprehensions for a better future. I can try again.

He nods, takes my hands again, and squeezes them in his own. 

“For Adelaide,” he promises.

And, unlike all the other times he’s promised me, this time I believe him.







epilogue

A few days after I get out of the hospital, I am awakened early in the morning by a phone call. The caller ID says it’s coming from an unlisted number, and I pick up carefully, unsure who’s on the other line.

It’s the funeral home, the man who’s in charge of my mother’s final burying. I find it odd that he’s calling so early. 

“Hannah, we had a gentleman in here late last night looking for information on Ms. Fitzgerald. He seemed very distressed. I couldn’t give him any information, but I took his number and told him I would give it to you.”

I frown and take an inventory of who it could possibly be. My mother didn’t have anybody—my father and I are the only scheduled participants at her funeral.

“Did he give you his name?” I ask. 

“Yes. He said he was Adelaide’s father. That’s why we were so confused, because there’s no family listed on her file.”

The phone nearly slips from my hands.

“Could I have the number?”

I pick up a copy of the phone book for the sole purpose of finding his address. I thumb through the pages looking for F. There is almost a whole page of Fitzgeralds, Fitzpatricks, Fitzwilliams. I find, somewhere along the bottom, E Fitzgerald, whose number matches the one that I have. He lives alone in a retirement village in Mount Pearl. Without thinking, without pausing to think about it for a second longer, I rush down through my apartment building and into my car.

Number four is a tiny yellow bungalow attached to a line of four houses. It has white windows, a white door, and a flower bed full of petunias that stretches half the length of the lawn. The houses that make up the retirement village circle around a cul-de-sac in the shape of a crescent moon, telltale signs of old people (cats, plywood toll-paintings, porch swings) littered around the street. I pull my car in against the curb and wait for a moment, watching the windows in number four for movement, signs of life. A white Hyundai is parked in the driveway. For some reason, it isn’t enough to convince me that someone is home.

I take a breath and get out of my car, slowly moving toward the door. On the porch I straighten my shoulders and reconsider my decision, debate going back to my car, and then knock on the door despite it all. I notice a “No soliciting” sign posted on the window’s bottom corner and wonder if he’ll answer me.

There’s nothing for a short moment, and for a second I think that I’m going to have to turn around and go back home. And then there is a rattling from the inside, and I hear the sound of heavy footsteps as someone walks toward the door. 

The silhouette of a man appears in the door’s frosted window, and my heart starts to quicken its pace. The door opens, and an old man steps toward me, confused by my presence.

“Yes, miss?” he asks.

I am jarred by his resemblance to my mother. The resemblance he shares with me. We have the same narrow nose, dark blue eyes, and fair Irish skin. His soft grey hair is buzzed and missing at the top of his head but was once thick and dark just like my mother’s. 

I open my mouth to speak, stumbling over the words I’d planned to say to him on the way here. “H-hi. Mr. Fitzgerald?”

The man looks at me skeptically, deciding if he should answer. I wonder if he thinks I’m a solicitor, if at any moment he’s going to slam the door in my face.

“My—my name is Hannah . . .” I haven’t made it to my last name, the one we share, but I can tell that he already knows who I am. His old blue eyes grow cloudy with tears, and he takes a small step back. 

“Hannah,” he whispers shakily. He must notice our resemblance now, too, because he studies my face with amazement. “You’re—my Adelaide’s Hannah, aren’t you?”

I nod my head and swallow away the lump in my throat when he says my Adelaide. His hands are trembling, but he reaches toward me and rests a hand on my shoulder. He tells me, tearfully, “Oh, you do look so much like her.”

He invites me inside with the beckoning wave of a hand, and I oblige. We sit on chairs in the sitting room, and for the first little while he just stares at me, wiping the tears that come to his eyes in a steady stream. 

“She’s died, hasn’t she?” he asks me softly. I wonder how much I should tell him, how much of the truth his old heart can take. “I—I saw in the obituaries. The funeral was last week. She’s died—and I didn’t get to tell her goodbye.”

He presses his hands together, presses the tips of his fingers against his brow, the gesture like a broken prayer. I feel conflicted about what to do. Can an old man like this take the stress of knowing what happened? Would an old Irish Catholic ever forgive me for lying—if I told him an abridged version—and later found out the truth from someone else? He probably reads the papers. Soon, the story will hit the media. He will figure it out. But maybe he doesn’t need to figure it out today.

I let my eyes flutter closed. “She loved you very much,” I tell him. I don’t know how convincing I am, if I’m even convincing at all. It is a stretch, considering I never even knew he existed until last night, but it is all that I know how to say.

He looks up at me, confusion written into his features. “She told me another story all the years we spent apart,” he says. He rubs his head with his fingers. I wonder if it would be inappropriate to offer him an Advil. “She never returned any of my letters. Only one of them, after the death of her mother. And she told me in that letter never to write her again.”

I knit my eyebrows. Adelaide had long died before her mother. And she reported in her diaries that she responded to his letter, had sent him a photo of me. I think for a moment, and then the timeline makes sense.

It hits me. My mother had nothing to do with cutting off her relationship with her father. She didn’t want their relationship to end. But Ada had wanted them alienated from each other, because Ada could not ever come face to face with him without exposing herself and her secrets.

“My wife,” he says gently, his voice thick, and looking as pained as my father did in my hospital room. “She didn’t get along with our daughter. She wasn’t an understanding mother—Adelaide was so free in spirit, but she had some problems with herself, and my wife couldn’t see past those with any empathy.” He wipes his eyes with a handkerchief. “They fought all the time. Adelaide grew to hate her. And what was I to do? I tried everything to make my wife understand that she just needed to love our daughter for all of her flaws, but she blamed Adelaide for everything and pushed her away.”

I rub my lips together. What does he want me to say? Is he justifying their conflict? Or is he trying to understand it himself?

“She loved you,” I tell him. I move forward in my chair. I dig in my purse for the photo I brought. It’s one of the two of us, my mother and me, a copy of the one Philip Karson took, of the two of us cuddled together, her locket in my little hand. It was the one, I imagined, that she had tried to send him many years ago. “She tried to send this to you, but I believe it was lost in the mail.”

I pass him the photo. He looks at it and grimaces, and then a sob rocks through him, and he covers his mouth with his hand. He presses the photo against his chest, his heart, and closes his eyes. 

“I love you, my dear girl,” he tells her, as if she can hear him. I look around at the decor in the room. A photo of their family hangs in a big frame on the wall. My mother looks to be a teenager there, fourteen or fifteen, a beautiful girl with a wide smile, deep dimples, a long, beautiful life ahead of her. Maybe she is here with us still. Maybe she can see us, hear him. I touch my locket. He tells my mother, “I love you so much.”

I swallow, trying not to cry. I want to ask him about her but feel it would be an intrusion, that it would upset him too much today. 

“Hannah,” he says gently, wiping his eyes again. “I’m sure that she loved you very much,” he tells me seriously. “She wanted children so badly, growing up. You would ask her what she wanted to be, and she’d tell you that she wanted to be a writer and a mother.”

I nod. “She was a wonderful mother.” I wipe away my own tears. The ache that longs for her swells. “And a wonderful writer. So, she accomplished those goals.”

He sniffles, and a small smile spreads on his face. “Yes, I’m sure she did.” He looks again at the photo. “And clearly she has done a good job with you.”

I smile. “I hope so.”

He nods, sitting up a little straighter in his chair. He opens his mouth to speak, hesitates, and then asks, “Will you tell me about yourself?” His words are sheepish, unsure. He opens a glass box on the coffee table and slips the photograph inside, then leans back, ready to listen. 

I smile again. My mother’s father. My grandfather. The concept of family is foreign, strange. But despite the unfamiliarity, I decide to welcome the idea of family, no matter how flawed. I guess it’s a protest against the forced isolation in which I spent my first eighteen years. I must shed the protective skin that I grew in defence against Ada Fraser’s control. 

We talk for hours. I tell him that I want to be a writer, just like my mother. I tell him of my master’s degree, my plans to do my doctorate, about my terrible supervisor. I tell him of my friends, my job, my research lab. We laugh. We have things in common. We both hate the wind. 

I leave with the promise that I will stay in touch. I plan to visit him again soon. I will do so—I will move on. I will give my mother what she always wished for me—a good relationship with my grandfather. A good relationship with other people. I will do that for her. I will live my life with my mother in the back of my mind, and I will live for her, just as she lived for me.
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