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A Note from the Editor
Welcome to the very first issue of Sea & Cedar Magazine. We could not be happier to present this exciting collection 

of new writing and art—it is wonderfully representative of the great creative talent to be found all over our beautiful 

West Coast area. Our hope with this publication is to open up connections, foster discussion, and generate excite-

ment about the work produced by the strong, vibrant writing and art communities we are proud to support at Van-

couver Island Regional Library.

The response we received to our first call for submissions was overwhelming, and it was a great challenge to narrow 

our selections down to just the few that would fit within a single issue. Our team enjoyed reading and viewing each 

and every submission, and we are so appreciative of everyone who took the time to send us work. We hope this en-

thusiasm and support carries on as we work to bring you more issues of Sea & Cedar Magazine.

Inside these pages, you will find art, poetry, short fiction, and creative nonfiction from a range of voices, perspectives, 

and experience levels. Everyone is sure to find something here to enjoy. We look forward to bringing you more great 

writing and art very soon.

• April Ripley for the Sea & Cedar Magazine team
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L  INDSEY HENDERSON is a self-taught art-
ist based in Shawnigan Lake, BC. She uses digital 
art to make what she describes as fun, whimsical, 

and surreal collages.

S&C: How would you describe your artwork?

LH: My work explores how disparate, “normal”, every-
day things can fit together to become beautiful, fantasti-
cal, head scratching, puzzling compositions that are rich 
with colour, texture, humour, and intrigue.  

I put together each piece like I’m doing a puzzle, but 
without any guidelines or reference. I love to create im-
ages to look believable, but with something a bit off. My 
goal is to make you do a double-take, scratch your head, 
and lean in to explore the details. 

S&C: What medium/media do you prefer to work with 
and why?

LH: I mainly work digitally these days, but I also paint with acrylics, carve soapstone, make beaded jewelry, and work 
with clay and other sculpting materials. I have been doing digital art for many years using Photoshop, but am focussing 
on it pretty much exclusively now. I love the infinite possibilities it presents; there’s no mess to clean up and I can do 
it anywhere, at any time. I absolutely love working with colour and texture, and both are always at my fingertips with 
digital art.

S&C: What does your creative space look like?

LH: My creative space is mostly in my head and the ether, but I do have a physical space in my living space. The dining 
room is where all my materials are, and I work on a big pine table that was passed down to me through my family. I 
work from my recliner chair to do my digital art, which I do with my iPad and pencil. 

S&C: Some of your artwork references quarantine. Did the recent COVID pandemic affect your art?

LH: I guess the pandemic did affect my artwork. I lost three jobs because of it, so I turned to doing art every day. I have 
always been passionate about social issues and the pandemic affected me in terms of being isolated and at home all the 
time (my immune system is compromised, so I was really isolated), missing my family and being made painfully aware 
of the state of our planet and the need to take better care of it, ourselves and each other. I prefer to create fun, whimsi-
cal pieces that engage people and give them lots to look for in each piece—but sometimes my soapbox comes out and I 
can’t ignore it, so I jump on and try to make some noise.

S&C: Your digital collages are very unique, and I love the surrealist elements. Where do you get your ideas from?

LH: Most of the ideas come from inside my head….it’s a bit of a whirlwind in there! My influences come from nature, 
the environment (social and natural), history, texture, colour, folk art, surreal art, fashion, women, science fiction, and 
fantasy.
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S&C: Do you usually have a scene planned out before you start, or do you start with just one element and develop it? 
And do you tend to have a story for the characters you create in your pieces?

LH: Oftentimes I’ll find an image that speaks to me and I work from there, adding more pieces to tell the story. The 
story forms as I go along and I embellish it as I go. It’s actually a highly intuitive process, following my gut for the 
most part. Sometimes the elements fall into place so easily like it’s the perfect fit. It’s kind of like putting together a 
puzzle. Other times I’ll move an element around to see if something better pops up. If I have to spend too much time 
finding a place for it to fit, I usually end up scrapping it because it feels too forced. Now I have a large collection of 
unused elements I can tap into for new pieces. 

Some of the scenes I’ll see, in their entirety, in my head, all of a sudden, and then I just have to find the elements to 
fit (although this can lead to a lot of time down the rabbit hole searching for the perfect fit!).
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The Angel Next Door by Lindsey Henderson
Digital Collage
12x16 in
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TRANSFIGURATION
Nanaimo Harbour
Hugh Anderson

Imagine the mountaintop and the cloud descending
The sudden radiance. But this is wasteland
and thick winter fog in from the sea.

I am the lone disciple and the fog
is a shroud for history that died here
buried in bloodless rubble.

I am the only witness except for crows
almost asleep on the fences, almost deaf
in the gray silence. Dawn

is a slight tear in the fabric, the shadow 
of a lone arbutus at the water’s edge.
I look up; the sky ignites

as if the tree has given birth to flame
and, though the whole horizon burns,
is not consumed
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IF I WERE GOD
Hugh Anderson

on the flybys of 1999KW4 and Oumuamua

I would give it a soundtrack, something
sonorous with long chords stretched out
across the stars and dark with absence

I would shape it like a child’s top,
wind it with strings of gravity and with my wrist
just so, snap it spinning round the sun

A small god perhaps, I would not 
stretch it long and hurl it empty
sun to sun and lonely

Some other god, then, with larger dreams
and skills to bend the universe and time,
to watch it flower and die.

But I would make a mind and eyes
to look and wonder at the faint star
fading past the moon

There would have to be a tongue
to turn and say aloud, What if?
and hands to trace a path across the sky
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MY MOTHER’S HANDS 
Mary Ann Moore 

When I was very young, I’d say
to my mother, “pat me,” and she 
would so I could fall asleep in 
my big bed upstairs. 

I’d feel the heat of her hand 
when it paused on my back 
and I’d remind her, “pat me.” 
It may have been her idea to give me 
cotton gloves to wear at night 
so I wouldn’t suck my thumb. 

Mum’s hands were slender, 
fingernails often painted scarlet, 
brownish stains on the two fingers 
that held her Exports Plain. 

* 

When I was an adult, in my late 
thirties by then, Mum had hand
surgery at the same time as I had 
a hysterectomy and it was okay—
the hysterectomy I mean, as 
nothing in the area of my ovaries 
and fallopian tubes ever functioned 
the way they were supposed to. 

I went to Mum’s place to give 
her a hand even though I would have
preferred to stay at home reading 
Middlemarch on the couch, savouring 
my last week of “sick leave.” 

My two children lived with their father 
and stepmother at that time and there 
I was washing my mother’s face and behind 
her ears, lifting her arms to wash under them, 
patting everything dry.
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FROM EMILY DICKINSON’S JOURNAL 
Mary Ann Moore

Vinnie left a breakfast tray 
outside my bedroom door this morning --
she knew I had been writing all night
sleeping –
just a bit before sunrise.

pieces of poems
paper pieces in drawers

under pillows
on the arms of my chair

           by the window 
           on the sill
           behind the hems of the lace curtains

A quilt of poems, with dashes like stitches 
no one will ever see - - - - - -
or if they do—
it will be long after I’ve joined Mother and Father
in the graveyard near the oak tree that holds 
its leaves ‘til spring.

I write to stay alive, hand joined to heart, 
dipping my pen in the ink well, mesmerized 
by the form of each letter on the page—
how thoughts, yearnings become visible,
ink-stained.

Hope is a thing with wings and feathers 
as are the words I tuck now, fluttering, 
into the pocket of my dress.
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GHOST
Brennan O'Toole

I walk the grounds in my nighttime socks 
Stepping on the black ink heel of her white pyjamas 
Who goes there? She asks, but not cowardly like she’s 
supposed to 
Her candlelight blurs and flickers in the wind 
The wolfish trees rustle 
and fall all their leaves 
I send a shiver down her spine, a phantom pain from me to her 
She’s a broken carriage with the last wax of her candle 
about to drip 
I’m a finished body made of white sheets and unspooling thread 
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SNOWFALL 
Brennan O'Toole

 “Whose woods these are I think I know.

 His house in the village though;

 He will not see me stopping here 

 To watch his woods fill up with snow.”

    

-Robert Frost, "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening"

.

Morning kissed me lightly,
her lips were white like snowflakes trying to disappear 

She turned over in bed, and moved on top of me, 
pressed her jaw into my cheek 
and held it there.
She listened to my short breaths 
marked me with her cold lips, 
then changed into a white sheet 
and melted.
Spilling cool water between the cracks on the floor 
and me. 

.

Early in the morning the gates opened,
and I was there.
I wore a wool knit scarf
my wood sole boots. 
And I listened to the sound of my heel, 
tap quietly against the snow.

The garden was dead,
but that’s why I was here.
Cold and wilted like the headless flowers.
I breathed out fog 
and listened to the snow fall.
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Wind brushed snow off my bench to sit, 
and I sat.
At my back was the name of
a beautiful girl who, last year, passed away. 

No one else was there
but us.

.

A ballerina cracks her toe and falls 
breaks her leg 
I asked my mom if she believes in heaven 
Not a heaven like in the clouds, she said, 
But something like a snowflake, where everyone I know is waiting for me.

When a painter stops painting, she doesn’t die 
She just goes mute, painting was so _____
that without it she hasn’t the courage to 
Speak. 

If you got to heaven, and at the pearly gates they told you 
you could enter, but you were only allotted 200 drink 
tickets, would you go? 
That’s an outrageous question. 
Would you?
When I die ‘m not going to be thinking about drinking. 
I am.

.

I like to write about painting, 
and ballet,
while thin fingered men
play me their songs.

There are only three honest pursuits in life,
Painting, Ballet, and the Piano. 
I don’t pursue any of them.
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I get drunk and think about what the piano means. 
I don’t get drunk and wonder why
my back hurts.

At night, the waves are a nice sound to listen to. 
You don’t need anyone to teach the sound to you.
Sit on the driftwood and put your hands out in front of you, 
Like they’re resting   on the ivory keys of an upright piano. 

I can hold in my hand a glass with one ounce of bourbon, 
and in the same hand 
clutch a bottle of beer.
I have a picture of it somewhere.

I wish I could sit on a piano bench. 

. 

It was snowing the morning 
my bench was taken away. 

I missed it by half an hour. 
Snow had bloomed from the sky and rested on the flowerless 
flowers. 
When I got there,
there was only dirt from where the bench was lifted.

It happens maybe twice a year;
the white out.
I didn’t think it would happen on that day,
of all days. 

Curious – bird like 
A starling separated from her friends. 
The ducks hopped around the empty bench. 
Snow falling from their feathers.

They pecked the mounded earth,
and snuck snowflakes between their bills.
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THE KNITTING CLUB
Mallory Marrs

Barb didn’t like the way Muriel stared at her. It reminded her of the ogling she received from creepy men, 

not women in their late eighties. Muriel’s beady eyes roved over Barb’s too-dark hair (it had stopped suiting 

her years ago, but Barb wasn’t ready to embrace her greys), to her wrinkled neck, to her arms, hidden un-

der her cardigan. Muriel’s gaze lingered there and Barb wanted to snap her fingers and say, “My eyes are up here!”

 They were in a dingy diner that smelled of stale coffee, grease, and rancid perfume. The perfume was Muriel’s. 

The diner had once been Muriel’s too, but she’d sold it years ago, when Barb’s mother was alive. “That Muriel,” Barba-

ra’s mother always said, shaking her head and laughing. She’d been friends with Muriel since Barbara was sixteen. A 

few years later they joined a knitting club and the two never shut up about it. 

 “Well,” said Barbara, breaking the silence that had fallen over them once they said their greetings. “What did 

you want to speak to me about?”

 Muriel picked at her poppy seed muffin. “I just wanted to see how you are. I did promise your mother I’d look 

out for you.”

 Barbara blinked. It had been nearly eleven years since her mother died and she’d heard nothing but radio 

silence from Muriel since. Why now?

 Muriel signalled the waiter. “Excuse me? Can you turn up the heat? It’s quite frigid by these windows.” Their 

view looked out onto a bay, where seagulls called to them. But it certainly wasn’t cold. Barb felt a hot flash coming on 

just at the thought of the temperature rising and took off her cardigan.

 Muriels’ beady eyes snapped to Barb’s upper arms, where Barb had developed sagging loose skin. Barb crossed 

her arms in an attempt to hide them, but Muriel only gave her a satisfied smirk.

 Who cared what Muriel thought? “My daughter calls them my bat wings.” She held her left arm straight and 

jiggled it. The loose skin swayed back and forth. “I’m thinking of seeing a plastic surgeon about them. You know, 

someone who can cut off the extra skin and sew it back up.”

 Muriel’s lips peeled back in a sneer. “You’re aging, Barbara. There’s nothing you can do about it so stop run-

ning from it.”

 Barbara sat back, her mouth agape. She’d forgotten how bitchy Muriel could be. Direct, her mother had called 

it.

 “It’s not fooling anyone, for one thing, and it’s also hindering your transition.”

 Now Barbara stared. “My what? Did you say transition?” Transition to what?

 Muriel bit her lip.
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 There was a buzzing sound and relief flowed through her. Barbara fished her cell phone out of her rhinestoned 

purse and swiped her finger across the screen. “It’s my daughter,” she said. “She’s at the hospital. I’d better go.” She 

didn’t add that her daughter was a nurse.

 

Later, as Barb busied herself cutting up root vegetables, Muriel’s face kept coming back to her. She had such intense, 

rather yellowish eyes. Owl-like, she supposed. Hawk-eyed, maybe. She certainly had a birdlike look about her.

 Her upper arms jiggled as she mixed the sauce for the cauliflower dish. Last week a strange feeling had come 

over her when she’d been at Hook’s Beach. She’d held her arms aloft and felt the wind catch against the folds of her 

skin in a way that left her feeling quite odd. Ludicrous idea. No doubt it was a product of her situational depression. 

That was what her daughter, Annie, called it.

 “You just have to get out more! Maybe catch a flight to Amsterdam or something. Do something outrageous, 

Mom. You deserve it.”

 But Barbara knew that holidays always came to an end. It was better to make a go of the life she had. And 

yet—what could she possibly do to improve her life? Join a club? Divorce her husband? None of her options seemed 

particularly appealing. All she knew was that she was missing something.

 Her husband, Phil, arrived and Barbara dished out a plate for him. He had, annoyingly, aged better than she 

had. He still had a hint of auburn hair beneath the grey and the wrinkles had somehow enhanced his features. He had 

a noble look to him now and it made Barb want to punch him.

 “Good day at work?” she asked, aiming for pleasant.

 “Mm. Fine.”

 She waited for him to ask a question about her day so she could tell him about Muriel, but the question never 

came. She sighed.

That night, she stood on the balcony, feeling the wind brush against her upper arms. She hadn’t been able to sleep, 

the desire to come out here had been so strong. Her phone buzzed—it was Muriel. Should she answer? 

 She swiped and Muriel spoke as soon as she raised the phone to her ear. “Insomnia, eh? Restlessness is just 

another symptom.”

 Barb rolled her eyes. “Why are you calling at one o’clock in the morning?”

 Muriel sniffed. “I was just wondering how you’re doing, Barb. Your daughter was in the hospital, you said?”

 “Oh, she’s fine. I’m fine. Just a false alarm.” After a lengthy silence, she added. “Is there anything else?”

 There was a pause on the other end of the phone as voices murmured at Muriel. Who could Muriel possibly 

be with at this hour? Barb had thought the old woman lived on her own. “All right,” Muriel said to whoever else was 
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with her. “Barb?” she said, louder. “We were wondering if you might want to join the knitting club.”

 The knitting club? The club her mother had once been a part of? “I don’t knit.”

 “Oh, none of us do.” There was laughter in the background.

 Barb frowned. “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose?”

 Muriel ignored the question. “We think you’ll like it here, Barb. How about you join us? We’re meeting to-

night.”

 Barb wanted to say no. Why would she want to go? But the thought of returning to her husband’s side filled 

her with such a bleak feeling that she found herself agreeing.

 “Perfect!” said Muriel. “Do you know the way?”

Barbara climbed up the last of the rickety steps. Not a very ideal location for a knitting club, she thought and 

knocked on the door. Why she was even here? It was the middle of the night and she was going to a knitting club. Had 

she hit rock bottom?

 The door creaked open and there was Muriel with several old ladies peering out behind her. “Come in,” said 

Muriel. “Let us have a look at you.”

 She stepped into the yellow glow of a small, sparsely decorated room. A few plastic chairs clustered together 

in a half circle and the walls were bare except for dark windows lining the back wall. There was no yarn, no knitting 

needles—nothing to indicate that this was a knitting club.

 “Your clothing won’t do,” said a woman with tight grey curls and a beak of a nose.

 “My clothing?”

 “Oh, do let Sheila dress you, Barb. Her knits are so warm.”

 Before she could think of a response Sheila tugged off Barb’s jacket and thrust a woollen tank top into her 

arms. Barbara noticed all the old women wore wool tank tops under their jackets. A knitting club uniform?

 They shoved her into a closet to change. She tugged the tank top over her head, wondering what she had got-

ten herself into. The fabric scratched at her stomach rolls.

 “We thought we’d walk down to the pier. Wouldn’t want to miss out on the lovely weather, would we?”  Muriel 

called.

 “But it’s the middle of the night,” she said, stepping out of the closet.

 “And the moon is bright!”

 Every one of the old ladies had removed their jackets. Their fleshy upper arms were exposed, revealing droop-

ing skin. 

 A petite lady dragged a chair to a back window and cracked it open.
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 “Dotty!” someone hissed at her. “We’re taking the stairs!”

 Dotty giggled. “Oh, of course. The stairs.”

 “Is there an elevator in this building?” asked Barb.

 No one answered.

They stood down at the pier a half hour later, looking out at the dark sea. The pier rose some distance above the wa-

ter and Barb could hear the slosh of waves on rocks beneath her. The air smelled of seaweed and the moon was bright 

and full. Goosebumps prickled on her exposed arms.

 “We like to do a little meditation here. Something to calm the spirit.”

 It dawned on Barbara that she’d joined a cult. Wasn’t that the only explanation? She wondered what role, if 

any, her mother once had in it.

 “Raise your arms aloft,” came Muriel’s commanding voice. The ladies obeyed, moonlight revealing their eager 

expressions. Barbara shrugged and followed. She sucked in a breath when she felt the wind catch at her flesh and that 

strange feeling came over her once more. “Embrace your age!”

 “We’re old and powerful,” the ladies intoned. Barb mouthed the words as Muriel watched her with her hawk 

eyes. Was she in danger?

 “Flap,” said Muriel. “Flap those wings! Flap, flap, flap!”

 Barbara flapped. What was happening? Had they drugged her—but no, she hadn’t had anything to eat or 

drink. Yet she felt so odd, like anything could happen.

 “Barbara, come here,” said Muriel and bony hands pushed her forward. “Don’t stop flapping.” Barb continued 

to flap her arms as she walked toward Muriel, surprised at the wind her arms generated—one lady’s wig flew clean off.

 “Keep going!” said Muriel. She was leading her towards the end of the pier now. “Give it a bit of a run.”

 Barbara picked up speed. The end of the pier loomed in front of her and she knew she would have to stop. She 

tried to get her feet to slow but Muriel planted one small hand on her back and pushed.

 “What are you doing?” They were going to kill her, weren’t they? Barb thought. They were going to drown her 

in that watery abyss. She tried to stop, teetering on the edge of the pier. Muriel’s hand shoved.

 She felt the sensation of nothingness beneath her, of cool wind and salty air. Would the water soothe her fall 

or would it be a hard slap, like concrete?

 Voices shouted above her. Muriel screamed, “Flap!”

 Her arms thrashed and there was a moment when she could almost feel herself rise.

 “Flap!”

 The water swelled to meet her but then it veered away. Barb beat her arms and felt herself surge up above the 

SEA & CEDAR | SUMMER 2021 22



sea. Was she flying? Her shoulders ached and the loose skin of her arms throbbed from being stretched to capacity. 

The skin had elongated, billowing out into something akin to bat wings. And yet, it still felt so natural, like her body 

had always been destined for flight. 

 Applause rippled from the pier, and a moment later she heard the rustle of skirts as the knitting ladies joined 

her. Their dark silhouettes looked odd against the night sky, their bodies strangely disproportionate, like bumblebees.

 Muriel soared up to her. “Nice work, Barb. I wish your mother could see you now. She’d be so proud.”

 “How is this possible?” Barb asked, but the words were lost to the wind. She didn’t mind. What did impossi-

bilities matter when she could fly? She directed her gaze toward the horizon, just beginning to lighten. Moira’s Island 

was a dark smear on the sea and she realized she wouldn’t need to pay twenty dollars for the ferry any more. Hell, she 

could fly anywhere. She could even fly to Amsterdam.

 “Where do you want to go, Barb?” asked Muriel. “You’re the leader tonight.”

 Barb laughed and flapped her wings. She plunged onward, into the dawn.
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AUTUMN WINDOW
Allie Picketts

Each morning I am born again,
      baptized in spiderwebs and
      heralded by ravencalls.
Not only at Ostara, but in October also.
Some days the sky blushes to see me
      naked, new, raw.

Cracked, the window lets
      wildness in:
the prickly murmur of clouds coming undone,
the chill of breeze through fog,
the scents of skunk, apples,
      rain and rot
which sing along my bones and land like
      desire in my wrists and womb,
a reminder to be thankful
that I live.
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Charlotte's Garden by Lindsey Henderson
Digital Collage
12x12 in
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A CUP IN WIDOW’S WEEDS 
Carol L. MacKay

The typical prescription of the day: a bloom of leaves
in a china cup, nails in the chest, histamine 
palms on the heart. Clover rests ready in her foxgloves
like snow hankies.
There is no circular motion 
just the back and forth of two sandwich halves
professing their jam to a florid clockface.
Alchemy walks through morning light
beyond the nettle dressed in raven wardrobe. 
She spreads damp tea and their tannic droplets, 
the crying peel, lemon on roses. 
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LOCOMOTION
Carol L. MacKay

This morning from a wedge of rocky cliff, 
I turned an adobe house to vessel,
leaving a bucket of clay water to sail upon.
All afternoon, I drenched her
in an island rain of good words, round and curvy, 
soft but strong, chugging-her-forward words.
That evening, I said yes
to clouds, rivets and welds, lift and laws

piloted a soft landing on your doorstep.
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FARMERS’ COLOURING BOOK
Carol L. MacKay

Over the thick black boundary lines 
between green fields
and cornucopia, veers the gray wax
of sleepless nights.
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FACE TO FACE 

Amy Sampson

I saw her face this morning—the face of my other self 
I only see her occasionally when my hair is long 
and pulled back off my face in twists and braids 
Arched eyebrows over sharp narrowed eyes 
High cheekbones and pursed lips 
The square line of set jaw and long slender neck 
My bones belong to her as we belong to the prairies 
She is birch trees and buffalo, sweetgrass and suede 
I don’t often see her as the gentle fullness of coastline 
softens the contours of my body and widens my eyes
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THAT PACIFIC NORTHWEST PERFUME
Amy Sampson
 

The dampness seeps into your bones 
The fog so heavy you feel the water droplets on your face 
Dripping from cedar boughs and fern fronds and salal leaves 
and the tip of your nose and down your neck 
Rocks slick with algae and moss and decaying leaves 
And the soil—black and rich 
whispering the stories of the forest 
heavy with Pacific Northwest perfume 
of rainforest decay and rebirth and ocean and time 
Singing with the pitter patter of drip dripping water 
and full spring creek rushing down the mountain to home 
Singing with birdsong and raptor cry and snapped sticks 
The rainforest so thick the eyes watching you nowhere seen 
only felt as one feels the gentle vibrations of energy fields 
and magnetic tenors that reverberate up your body like 
the cries of cougars and huffing of black bears
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WEARING WINTER WHITE 
Amy Sampson

I used to be brown when I was a little girl 
with thick raven tresses that gleamed with a blue sheen 
and down feather eyelashes and dark eyes 
who smelled of sunshine, pine pitch, and ocean—
 a child of the land and sea, wild and tenacious 
At some point I faded—
maybe as I shed the innocence of youth 
and took on the mantle of damaged goods 
Maybe as objectification and sexualization 
and exploitation and colonization settled 
into my body 
So maybe I’m just in my white winter fur 
to protect me from predatory advancement 
Just waiting for the seasons to change back 
along with my beautiful natural fur coat
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DAHLIAS
Jennifer Bennett

And when you think of it,
of what you might have done,
your body too small or too big or
the way you walk, somehow just missing a step,

there they are, the dahlias, the colour of
the inside of your lips, their countless petals singing a note as
high as a violin, and you are the only one
who sees them, you are
the only witness.
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THE AUGUST REGATTA 
Carolyne Montgomery

Claire stood on a granite outcropping overlooking the rippled bay and tugged at the bottom of her bath-

ing suit. Her boyfriend, Michael, had insisted she compete in the Pointe-to-Pointe swim of his precious 

August Regatta.

This morning, just after sunrise, she’d plunged into the glossy water off the cottage dock and swum for herself—no 

coaches, no clocks, no competition—only her body slipping through the velvet cool. Since then, a small breeze had 

come up and now goosebumps erupted over her arms and legs. She’d have brought her warm-up coat but was already 

too conspicuous with her swim team cap and suit.

She swung her arms to loosen her shoulders and surveyed the cluster of young women milling around–a patchwork 

of bikinis, sturdy one-pieces, sleek wet suits, even a flashy tri-suit. Claire had trained hard these last three years to stay 

on the swim team. If she got cut that would be it for university. Did any of these chittering young women have that 

kind of pressure? No, they likely lounged about in unpaid summer internships, took gap years and long yoga retreats 

in Bali.

The morning sun lit up the jagged points of the pines on the opposite point. She scanned the string of orange buoys 

marking the two-kilometre distance. If she got out in front, she expected to win, and not closely.

When she was nine, Claire’s mother insisted she join the local swim club. “You’re better than all those girls,” her 

mother said, pushing her out the door. But those girls shared their fruit leather snacks with her and lent her extra 

goggles when hers were lost or broken. She knew not to tell her mother how hard she struggled to get the best times. 

Instead, she concentrated on not losing her bus pass or the plastic wristwatch her mother had given her for her birth-

day.

At her first meet that July morning, she shook more from fear than cold as she waited on the edge of the outdoor 

pool. She came first in the one-hundred-meter freestyle heat and then, surprising everyone including herself, placed 

second in the actual event. A series of wins in high school led to the swimming scholarship from Guelph. But, despite 

all those early mornings and all that training, she hadn’t been fast enough for Toronto or UBC.

“You got into university. No one cares which one.” her mother said.

Claire cared. The best swimmers were in British Columbia and she hadn’t made it.

But that was how she met Michael, in third year by the water fountain on the pool deck. Claire had noticed him 

most mornings as he splashed away with his awkward cross-over stroke in the recreation lane. And when he didn’t 

show up, she missed him.
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“You’re here a lot,” she said.

“My only good habit. Helps me think.”

Michael was scrawny like a crow in winter unlike the muscular varsity swimmers. And last week, he’d offered Claire 

his spare towel without asking why she’d forgotten hers. It was obvious to Claire that he must have more good habits.

A few weeks after that, Claire skipped practice to go on her third-year ornithology course field trip. As they piled 

out of the van at Long Point, on the shore of Lake Erie, Michael recognized her. “Hello, you.”

“Dryland workout today.” She pointed down at the rutted puddle full of rotting leaves. He laughed. She zipped up 

her jacket and pulled her toque further down against the yowling wind. “Why are you here?”

“TA in ornithology. Doing my Masters. Kathleen, my mom, was a mad birder. I caught her obsession.”

Claire grinned. She hoped she hadn’t caught anything from her mother especially not her fierceness or cruel crit-

icisms. They tromped through the muck to a viewing platform overlooking the marsh. Despite wearing her thickest 

wool socks, her feet were freezing in her gumboots. Her assignment was to identify species of duck. Simple, but she 

didn’t know a Gadwall from a Wigeon. Other than a few gaudy drakes, the markings on most birds were confusing 

shades of brown.

“Look. Look there.” Michael grabbed her arm and shoved his binoculars at her. “Two Sandhill cranes. They’ve no 

business being here yet.”

Claire located the pair of prehistoric-looking birds in the grass stubble: two overfed greyscale flamingos except for 

the crimson slash along the top of their heads, the biggest birds she’d ever seen.

On the drive back, Michael plunked down beside her in the van. After all that standing about, her hands and toes 

were freezing. Warmth radiated from his body. She wished that he’d move even half-an-inch closer and that their 

forearms might brush against each other. As Michael burbled on about the different crane species, Claire thought 

about her paper that was due in three days. How to get it done without sacrificing another practice? She needed to 

start taking her courses more seriously if she was going to get into graduate school.

When Michael was walking her back to her dorm, he realized his binoculars weren’t in his backpack. He’d forgotten 

them at the platform. “Should we go back?” she asked.

“They’re waterproof. They’re excellent. Some lucky birder will pick them up.”

Claire thought about that for days afterward. If she’d lost such an expensive thing, she’d have to go back. There was 

that time in Grade Five when she’d left her soggy swimming bag on the bus. She suffered under her mother’s punish-

ing silence for three days until a man phoned to say he’d found it.

Michael didn’t have to be afraid of losing things. He could afford to be good and generous. Claire wanted to be 

good and generous too, but she knew even if she could afford those binoculars, she could never afford to give them 

away. She had to protect the little she actually owned: her fitness, her discipline, her determination.
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After her Friday afternoon dryland practice, Claire trudged to her usual carrel on the second floor of the library. 

Her Ecology professor had given her an extension on her paper. She was scribbling away on a yellow legal pad when 

she heard a rustling. She looked up. Michael. “I thought this is where you said you like to study.” There was an eager-

ness in his voice. “I’ve brought you a coffee.”

Their hands touched as he passed her the Styrofoam cup. She was almost twenty-one and this was the first time that 

anyone had bought her a coffee.

That all happened four months ago and last Tuesday they’d arrived at Point-au-Baril. She was marooned on a four-

billion-year-old chunk of red and charcoal granite. But she’d befriended the waters of Georgian Bay and swam in it 

several times a day.

A mosaic of islands dotted the bay. Wind-tortured white pines gripped the pockets in the rocks with their gnarled 

roots. Each granite mound was capped with weathered clapboard shacks fortified by nostalgia and bug-spit. It didn’t 

make sense to Claire that these wealthy people loved these ramshackle huts. Boat-only access and hauling propane 

tanks energized them.

When they’d first arrived, Claire had stood in front of the memory wall in Michael’s family cottage. Regatta photos 

from the past years covered the knotty pine. Gold and silver medallions dangling from faded red and white ribbons 

hung in clusters from crooked nails. Claire peered at the one framed picture—Kathleen, at the 1963 Pointe-to-Pointe 

swim of the annual regatta, standing beside by a toddler Michael. She wore a broad smile below her Jackie O sun-

glasses, a vertically striped one-piece and her gold first-place medal.

Kathleen had passed away three years ago from ovarian cancer. Michael spoke of her as though she’d just gone out-

side to pick tomatoes from her summer garden.

The August Regatta was the next day. Claire had learned that Kathleen won in her age group every year until she 

got sick. When she was too sick to travel to the cottage, Michael brought her pinecones, rose-speckled pebbles or a 

hawk’s feather to the hospice. He’d held the scraps up to her nose and she’d inhaled the scents of the bay.

Michael slipped beside Claire and took her hands. He grazed his lips against the soft skin behind her ear. “This is 

the third regatta without Kathleen,” he said. “You should join in. The Sumners have always come home with a medal 

or two.”

Claire ran her tongue across her teeth and swallowed. Join in? She wasn’t a Sumner, far from it. The Pointe-to-

Pointe swim was barely a warm-up. She swam to win and to keep her place on the team, so her tuition got paid. It was 

a job. “Why don’t you do the swim if it’s so important to you?”

“Claire, you’ve seen me swim. One of Kathleen’s great disappointments.”

Claire squeezed her lips together. Michael and his regatta. Michael with his token summer job at his dad’s pharma-
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ceutical company and a career waiting for him no matter what. He could afford to play all summer and fret about his 

goddam traditions. “I’ll think about it, Michael.”

After their conversation, she needed to swim. She ran down the dock, dove into the smooth green water and struck 

out toward the neighbouring island. A cascade of self-criticisms flooded her brain–too selfish, too stubborn, too in-

sensitive. Her arms and legs moved rhythmically and with each stroke, her anger trickled from her body into the vast-

ness of the bay. She thought about the unknown depths beneath her, so unlike the rigid dimensions and hard bottom 

of the pool. In the golden-green light, swirling bright bubbles trailed away from the tips of her fingers. She stopped, 

glanced back at Michael’s shrinking figure and waved to him. He blew her a kiss. Maybe he did understand how often 

she felt like she was holding her breath underwater.

She paddled back lazily and pulled herself onto the rocks, rocks as ancient as the oxygen she was breathing. She 

flattened her dripping back against the sun-warmed granite and stared into the sky. High cirrus clouds swept inshore 

from the expanse of Lake Huron and rising swells smacked against the stone. A yellow maple leaf crinkled past her 

and tumbled into the waves. She pressed her hand onto a seam of rose-speckled quartz. The warmth and a benevolent 

hum from the rock penetrated her fingers. An unfamiliar relaxation seeped into her body. She woke when Michael 

called from the steps of the cottage, “Lunch is ready!”

After lunch, Claire found a dusty pair of binoculars on the windowsill. Probably Kathleen’s. She focused on a bird 

perching on a tree on the island she’d swum to.

“What do you think?” Michael asked as placed his arm around her waist, careful not to disturb her view.

“Yellowbelly. Crested. And pointed beak.”

“Has to be a Great-Crested Flycatcher,” he said.

“Too bad we can’t hear the call from this far off.” She passed him the glasses.

“Yup. Totally a Flycatcher.” He picked up his notebook from the kitchen table to record the sighting. His notebook 

was the same as the scruffy, buff, field journals she’d seen on the bookshelf beside Kathleen’s battered Audubons. “Let’s 

take the canoe out later and see what else we can spot.” The canoe was a green, cedar Chestnut that they’d inherited 

with the cottage.

“Yes, the canoe.” Quiet. Perfect. She’d never been in one.

That night, they walked to the neighbours, the Wrights. Michael had chosen one of Kathleen’s flowered sundresses 

from the closet that still contained her things. “You’ll look great in this.”

The silky cotton swirled about Claire as she faked a pirouette. She’d never owned such a

beautiful thing. “Will I need one of those?” She pointed at the jewel-coloured, woolen shawls

hung neatly beside the dresses.
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“Nah. It’s not that cold.”

They flip-flopped across the furrowed rocks to a long trestle table set with linens and china. An elderly, stick of a 

woman in a billowing, embroidered caftan offered her hand. “Do call me Alice, dear.” She pointed Claire to a seat 

between two ruddy-faced men. Too far from either Michael or his childhood friend whose name she’d forgotten, a 

privileged young man who’d gone to Upper Canada College with Michael.

Claire thought about May, her best friend. She hadn’t heard from her since first year. After high school, May went 

straight to work in a Verdun credit union, got pregnant and married the father. In that last Christmas card, she’d an-

nounced she was pregnant again—twins. Even if they did get together, what would they talk about? That one summer 

they went to the YWCA day camp together or the nail polish they’d shoplifted from the Rossy?

The voices of her two bulky neighbours collided in front of her as they argued about a boating accident—rye, pro-

pellers, and rocks. She compressed herself into the chair and stared beyond their pantomiming arms at the deepening 

plums and indigos in the western sky. She regretted not grabbing a shawl.

Alice’s voice chimed over them. “Claire dear, where do your people come from?”

“Montreal. Verdun,” she blurted. The men pushed their folding chairs back and continued interrupting each other 

behind her.

“Then how on earth did you and Michael meet?” Alice Wright said, her unnaturally white teeth flashing in the 

candlelight.

“Birds. Zoology at Guelph. Michael is my TA.” She wasn’t going to get into the swimming scholarship bit.

Alice bent over and dropped a piece of her steak into the maw of the greying black lab flopped over her Birken-

stocks. “Good Blackie. Good dog.” She straightened up in her chair and fluttered her hands over the chunky amber 

necklace that drooped from her thin neck. “Birds. Well, of course, Kathleen was an expert birder, wasn’t she?”

A flitting bat distracted Claire and when she looked back over the weeping candles, Alice was talking to her neigh-

bour.

Claire gulped her wine and thought about the upcoming Commonwealth Games in Brisbane. She hadn’t made the 

cut, but her teammate Anne had. Anne was a breaststroker and Claire was freestyle, harder to qualify in. Claire had 

never been invited to Anne’s place on Lake Joseph in the Muskokas but imagined it was like this but with grander 

homes and bigger boats.

With her times, Claire should be thinking less about swimming and more about the Masters in Ecology. She’d writ-

ten letters to Waterloo, Dalhousie and even Concordia where she could live with her mom. For sure, the summer job 

researching monarch butterfly habitat would help her application. But even with a TA position, she’d have to rely on 

pool jobs—teaching, coaching and guarding to afford it.
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It was darker now and the faces around the table were softer in the candlelight. Claire hugged her arms around her 

chest and tried not to shiver. Yup, she should’ve taken a shawl and not listened to Michael.

Mrs. Wright announced it was time to change seats and that Claire would sit beside her. Her gold bracelets jangled 

as she served each of the twelve guests, a piece of berry pie meticulously topped with ice cream or whipping cream. 

She snapped off a piece of the piecrust from her plate and the slobbering dog snatched it out of her hand.

She turned to Claire. “You know dear, it was thirty years ago, Dennis brought me to this island and presented me 

to his parents at this very table.” The amber of her necklace glowed in the candlelight. “I was a spoiled, horse-mad, 

foolish girl with Olympic ambitions.” She gestured down the table at her husband, seated at the other end but didn’t 

catch his eye. “Our marriage works because Dennis and I agree that he has been very good to me and that I’ve been 

very good to him.” Her voice hitched. She paused and sipped her seltzer water.

No wonder they agreed. They could afford cleaners and dog walkers and cooks. There was nothing left to argue 

about other than the dinner menu.

The chiming of the forks on the porcelain plates competed with the chorus of the crickets. Mrs. Wright cleared her 

throat. “Would anyone care for more pie?”

It was then that Michael announced to everyone. “Claire’s swimming the Pointe-to-Pointe tomorrow. She’ll be awe-

some.”

Michael had promised that after dinner, they would stay up to watch the last of the Perseids’ showers. He fetched 

sleeping bags from the cabin, and they lay down on the rock with a gap between them. Overhead, the Milky Way 

smeared itself across the spangled sky and flaming arrows of asteroid fragments streaked passed them. Finally, she 

spoke. “I didn’t agree to swim.”

“Come on! It’s nothing for you.”

“You don’t know what’s nothing for me.” Once more she was being asked to perform but this time for her boy-

friend’s amusement. “Let’s go back.” Their headlights flickered on the fool’s gold in the granite and the chirping insects 

and slapping waves filled the silence as they walked back.

Claire and Michael got into bed and lay back-to-back without touching. After a while, she burrowed her wet cheek 

against Michael’s shoulder. Was she being unfair? Maybe it should be nothing for her? She swatted at the mosquito 

droning by her ear. “OK babe, I’ll do it. I’ll do it, but only if we agree that I never ever have to do it again.”

“I don’t get it,” he said.

“I mean, if we’re still together next summer. Let’s not come here. Let’s go somewhere different.”

Michael rolled over and pulled her towards him. They lay there, arms and legs entangled in their familiar way. The 

dry summer smell of the cabin mingled with the scent of his skin.
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“I’ve always come here,” Michael said.

“I know.”

He disentangled his limbs and turned away. She didn’t reach for him but wondered if they would be together next 

year. She almost said something, but his breathing had become deeper and more regular.

The sun was higher now and the swimmers had formed a line along the edge of the dock at the start line. People 

congregated on various points to watch the race. She searched for Michael and found his green canoe in the spotting 

flotilla—volunteers in canoes, kayaks and rowboats that kept track of stragglers and swimmers in trouble. Sparkles of 

light reflecting from minerals in the granite on the far point winked at her. Her mother had never seen her race. Ever.

It was nearly nine o’clock. The muscles in the back of her neck stiffened in the same way they did at every event. 

She reminded herself of the promise she’d extracted from Michael last night. Her arms coiled into readiness as she 

strained to hear the starter’s pistol over the thudding of her heart.

Immediately Claire was ahead, in front of the milling legs and arms behind her. She was alone with her body in the 

lake–no chlorine, no flip turns and no echoing shouts. The soapy touch of the water welcomed her arms and legs as 

she parted its rippled surface. It whispered to her. “You’re OK. You’re OK. You’re OK.”

And she would be OK if things didn’t depend on her winning, if she didn’t have to worry about floundering or 

drowning.

She glanced up to mark her position in the course and saw another swimmer accelerating past her on the left. One 

hundred meters remained. Claire fired up every fibre of her body and sprinted forward. Water foamed around her as 

she gasped for breath, but the girl was stronger. Claire could not close the widening gap. Second place. Damn. Damn. 

Damn. Second.

She hauled her shaking body onto the rocks. No strength to stand. Cheering and clapping sounded around her. 

Michael wrapped the beach towel around her shoulders and helped her to her feet. “Kathleen would have been so 

proud…”

“Who is that girl, Michael?” she said as she stole a glance at the winner who was gesturing widely with must be her 

large family.

“Joanie K. From the North Islands. Didn’t expect to see her here. She trains at UCLA, likely to qualify for the L.A. 

Olympics.”

Later, Claire clutched her arms tightly to her sides as the club president placed the ribboned medal over her head. 

She forced a polite smile and muttered thank-you. She shook the hand of the winner and didn’t cry.
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That afternoon, Claire led Michael to the place on the rocks where she’d been the day before. They lay down togeth-

er and stared up at the scudding clouds. She took his fingers and flattened them against the same seam of pink-speck-

led quartz. “Can you feel the hum, Michael?”

“Hmm hmm. Sure can.”

But Claire could see that he couldn’t. He was just being agreeable. Her heart slowed as the vibrations from the cor-

rugated granite percolated through her body. With each breath, the remnants of her rage faded. With a new clarity, 

she could see that neither Michael nor her swimming would determine her future.
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GROWING UP ON LULU ISLAND
Donna L Bennett

the walk to school with neighbours’ kids
a few meandering steps
past sedge filled scars
an oily slick of tea brown ditch
so dark and deep
rustles in the cattail
our high-pitched whispers:
algaed monsters, we were sure,
were growing in the refuse of the river

washed out Polaroids of then
show tricycles and roller skates
Barbies, brothers, and birthday cakes
backyards bordered with the shoring of unstable slopes
a constant dredging of the seams
refused confessions
that we slept 
below the level of the sea

once, in our sleep,
a hurricane clawed powerlines across the road
and chewed the backyard playhouse

(the military man, a chain saw buzz, erased the fallen trees)
while each of us eavesdropped on phones
to Russian accents from next door
and wondered if there could be those
who sought to skew the weather

on Sundays, though,
we’d leave 
the instability of sediment
and threats of liquefaction
to go to church
some distance from the shadowed rows of tillage
the faded red of timbered barns
and disappearing fenceposts:
the ticking miles a metronome
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of pastel painted wooden siding
(a sedan in every driveway
two kids in every yard)

Dad’s suit clad arm crooked out the window
(a token to another place)
we’d cross the gleaming toll bridge 
with its lullaby of tires 
to family sermons and roast beef:
murmurs that, below the border south of us,
men and women, who should have known their place,
were disrupting social fabric
and, from his worn and red reclining chair,
Grandpa growled that all of us were going to hell
as man had landed on the moon
far beyond the reach of God
though glass-eyed politicians promised
they would silence
the trickling breach of dikes
from freshet tides
or rising sloughs
and those who spoke
about the failures
of subduction

those were the days
when, while we watched, guns shot 
living presidents on black and white tv
and, daughters, having practiced hiding under desks at school,
asked during dinner table talk,
“When will they drop the bomb, Dad?”

And fathers had no answers.
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QUADRA
Donna L Bennett

it can be difficult to remember

Valdez Bay in late August
a loose contrition of driftwood and pale tide line sedge

Firedot lichen wreathed on basalt trapped heat
skeins of amethyst mussels under shuffling kelp

the liturgy of raven, swallowing its song

your ashes danced in the incandescence of sun
on the quietening breath of an incoming tide
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ONE LONG SUNDAY
Sarah Mintz

slow traffic sounds
at an old man in a black
mask hugging
the median torn
between coming
and going not knowing
which is which

the shops are closed
people on the streets have some place to be
their reasons are religious
with or without steeples
suspicious of those
opposed to who may be unclean
still seen
from six feet away
sidelong

where God’s law is blue
and congestion clears
from city streets
clinging malignantly to the civic lung
ducks wander through
immune
or virtually
to the days of the week

and so repeat surreal
though which Sunday isn’t
after worshiping the sun

idolize the man

and furthermore
ceasing Sunday trade
from hand-to-hand
to the mouth of men
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who spat at soul and skin
long before they advised us
to stop shaking hands

one long Sunday
night and day
lost their way
and the necktie choked
at last
on its own tip
heedless
and hungover from ill remembered
Saturday socials
spit-swapping hand-holding face-scratching
Saturday
forgotten
but digging for hope
deep within a pair of
flannel
pajamas—
hope
that Monday will come
hope
that you can get dressed
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POSTCARDS AND BOXES
Naomi Racz

I sit on the couch and time contractions. In the space of an hour they have gotten so close together and so 

intense—too intense to walk or talk through—that I decide to call the hospital. I explain to the nurse that the 

contractions are every five minutes. She asks me, on a scale from one to ten, ten being the worst pain you can 

imagine, where’s your pain? I try to think, try to place myself on this scale. The worst pain I can imagine? Is this it? I 

think I’m a seven or an eight. The nurse replies, I want you to call back when you’re at nine, labour at home for another 

hour or two. 

My husband runs a bath and I lower myself into the water. I stay in there for two hours, submerged in the soothing 

warmth. Whenever a contraction hits, I sit up and clench my husband’s hand. The pain is so intense that it is the only 

thing I can feel, the only thing I can hear, smell or taste. I try to drown it out, try to transfer it somehow, by focusing 

on my husband’s hand, by gripping it until his fingers are numb. I am inside myself, the way I was when I was seven-

teen and deep in the throws of depression. I want to shed my skin and exist in this place that feels the pain, but is not 

the pain.  

Finally, it’s time to drive to the hospital. I’m so tired that between contractions I drift off into strange, almost fe-

verish dreams. But I can feel the dark, dry and hot city all around me. There’s a line from Julian Hoffman’s book The 

Small Heart of Things that I have turned to often: At times we need to turn away from a place when it no longer suits or 

sustains us, when our ability to adapt to its vagaries has run its course. There are places that have sustained me—the 

rolling hills and sandstone slabs of England’s Peak District; the rain-drenched beaches of St. Andrews, Scotland; the 

swift-filled summer skies over Amsterdam—and there are places that have failed, somehow, to sustain or contain 

me—Manchester, England, the city I was born in and lived in for the first eighteen years of my life; and Markham, 

Ontario, where I will give birth to my daughter. 

When we get to the hospital, there is a wheelchair and a maze of identical corridors and elevators. A pregnant nurse 

escorts us. You look like you’re doing great, she says. I am dazed by pain and tiredness, barely able to open my eyes or 

hold my head up. I wonder what she could possibly mean, how can I look like I’m doing great? I feel the least great I 

have ever felt. There is a wait in the reception of the maternity ward. Time stretches and pools, I try to hatch a plan. 

An epidural, a few hours sleep perhaps, I’d heard that was possible. Then maybe I’ll have enough strength to finish 

this thing. 

Someone is pushing me into a room, asking me if I have any allergies. I don’t know, I try to say, but the words come 
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out in a slurred mumble. I take off my trousers and underwear, blood, and lie on the bed. The nurse tells me I’m eight 

centimetres and I blurt out Jesus! The adrenaline of shock jolts me out of my stupor. Someone puts an IV line in my 

hand, someone else, my husband perhaps, puts a hospital gown over me. Between contractions I notice the mill of 

activity around me, the bright lights above. Then the nurse is telling me to push, to bear down. I’m relieved until I re-

alise that I do not have the strength to do this. I try to push, but my face turns red and I can feel the veins in my neck 

straining. No, no, the nurse tells me, push as though you’re going to the toilet. With each contraction, I push, willing 

this baby into the world. 

She has so much hair! my husband exclaims. There are more nurses in the room, a doctor at the foot of the bed, and 

then a baby sprawled out and screaming on my chest. A girl, someone says. A girl? A girl, is that what you were expect-

ing? Yes. And she already has a name: her name means Brightly New. Nurses cover her with blankets and rub her. I 

see the doctor put the placenta on a stainless steel dish. It is huge and wet and purple. Ew, gross, I say and the doctor 

laughs. My husband cuts the cord and tells me later that it was iridescent. I look down at the baby on my chest. She 

has two eyes and a nose, I say. The doctor laughs again, those are important. 

*

Canada? Why Canada? People often ask us that question when we tell them we’re moving to Canada. It always 

seems like a strange question to me. Who wouldn’t want to move to Canada? I wonder. Liberal politics, universal 

healthcare, the Rocky Mountains. My husband has spent most of the last decade in Europe: Scotland, England, and 

then nearly five years in Amsterdam. He wants to be closer to his family in the northeastern US—closer but without 

the Trump supporters and lax gun laws. We’ve been able to live in Amsterdam because my husband is doing a PhD 

at the university and because I am a citizen of a European Union member state, and because we are both absurdly 

privileged to be able to choose which country we live in. Brexit threatens to take that away and I don’t have the stom-

ach to see that process play itself out. We speak a little Dutch, but we’ll never be fluent and Dutch culture will prob-

ably always seem a little strange, a little out of kilter with our own. We love Amsterdam but our ability to adapt to its 

vagaries has run its course. The city, the country, Western Europe, have started to feel like a theme park and we want 

something wilder and rougher around the edges. Canada seems to offer that, with its bears and wolves, it’s mountains 

and forests. It’ll be cold there, people tell us, as though we might forget to pack mittens.  

*

We catch our first glimpse of our new home from the window of the airplane. As we descend into Toronto, the city 
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stretches out, touching the horizon. After hours at customs and immigration, waiting for our papers to be signed, we 

take a taxi through spaghetti junctions and along eight-lane highways until it deposits us and our suitcases outside 

our Airbnb. That evening, we walk to the nearest supermarket. The sidewalk stops halfway and we end up walking 

along the dirt shoulder. There are new condos and shops on one side of the road and an open expanse of field on the 

other. In a few days time I will see a deer run across this field. 

For weeks we try to puzzle out the city without a car, but it just doesn’t make sense and we give in. From a car, 

things coalesce. The traffic noises are blocked out by the sound of our car’s engine and the radio. We breathe in 

cool, conditioned air and hardly notice the lack of sidewalks. Journeys that had taken hours by bus now take half an 

hour. My husband uses the car to get to work, saving two hours of walking everyday. I’m left to navigate the summer 

scorched city on foot, by bus or by bike. I quickly give up on cycling after being honked at and almost driven off the 

road by an aggressive, cigarette-smoking woman. I think of Amsterdam and the red bicycle I left there. I miss it. I am 

not allowed to miss it; there is no room for regret in this plan.  

We move from the Airbnb to a rented house. It has six bedrooms, four bathrooms, and a swimming pool. On our 

small cul-de-sac, five houses like ours have been torn down and replaced with McMansions. But I love all the trees in 

our yard and I imagine our future children walking to the school down the road. 

*

I feel lost a lot of the time. I don’t have a job and I crave routine. Even on days when I keep myself busy with writing 

or job applications, the hours feel empty. I hardly speak to another human. I know that I need to change the direction 

of my career, but which direction to go in? My husband tells me he sees me as a swimmer in the middle of a lake. I 

keep swimming up to one shore, then changing my mind half way and heading for another. I look and feel like I’m 

drowning.

Then, I’m pregnant, and I decide I want to work in book publishing. I start taking night classes and sit at the back 

of the classroom, nibbling granola bars to keep the nausea at bay. That summer we visit Vancouver Island. We’ve been 

reconnoitring for a few months now, visiting towns north of Toronto, Montreal, ruling out the Atlantic provinces. 

Out west we find the Canada we left Amsterdam for. We find snow-capped mountains; wet, moss-rich forests; and 

quaint towns with wood-sided and shingle-roofed houses. 

We find the Canada I was promised in a postcard sent a decade and a half ago. It’s a postcard from my high school 

boyfriend, a Canadian who had been born there and left when he was a kid. He wanted to be a writer too; he affirmed 

that desire in me. The summer before I went off to university, we broke up, but he sent me a postcard from Alberta. It 

shows a deep pink, almost saccharine, sunset over a lake, obligatory canoe in the foreground. It reads:
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Well, the city isn’t quite the place to send postcards from, but here I am now in real picture-perfect country for it; hot 

weather, beaches and mountains, and everything in between. I’m having a good time, full of BBQs and old friends and 

family and open prairies and sunsets and all that—the kind of stuff you come home for, I guess. Felt a bit strange getting 

off the plane, but everything else seems to have fit in just perfectly. I hope you’re enjoying whatever country you’re travel-

ling in these days; I hope you’re doing well. 

I love those semicolons, expertly wielded. I love the poetry of those lists: hot weather, beaches and mountains, and 

everything in between; BBQs and old friends and family and open prairies and sunsets. And I love that last sentence, 

and this line most of all: whatever country you’re travelling in these days. It is as though that high school boyfriend 

knew I would end up travelling the world in search of home. It is as though the postcard is trying to pull me in to the 

map, and I have landed just a little off-centre. British Columbia, not Alberta, but close enough. 

*

For the first five months of the pandemic, my only contact with the outside world is one daily walk with my daugh-

ter, a weekly drive up to a local farm to buy eggs, and one masked visit to the doctor for my daughter’s six-month im-

munizations. I spend my days in the playroom. I stand at the window, baby on hip, and asked her: what can you see? 

Do you see the tree? Do you see the birds? Do you see the houses and the cars? This is my world now, I think to myself, 

and on the other side of that view is something dark and yawning.

Spring takes forever to come—we have snow on Mother’s Day—and when it finally arrives, it’s gone before we can 

enjoy it, replaced by endless days of 30ºC. On the evenings when I take the dog for a walk, I wander the streets of our 

suburban neighbourhood, with its matching houses and perfect lawns, sprinklers put put putting. I want to love it. 

Life could be so simple here. We could buy a town house—reliable, dependable. There’s the beaver-dammed creek for 

dog walks; the pond with its reeds and egrets and red-winged blackbirds; and our back yard with its blue jays and car-

dinals, black squirrels and chipmunks and fat, plodding raccoons. There have even been bear sightings on the edge of 

town. Some evenings, the light, the day catch me just so, and I can’t fault anyone for dreaming of suburbia. I had been 

caught up in that dream once too, but it no longer sustains me. My husband has a new job, one that will allow him to 

work remotely, even when the pandemic is over. We have started to bring our boxes up from the basement—the same 

boxes we moved with from Nottingham to Amsterdam to Toronto. As the first wave of the pandemic subsides, we 

start making plans to head west. 

*
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The baby rolls around on the floor of the playroom and I sort through shoeboxes of photos, postcards, letters and 

trinkets. There are grainy, oddly-sized photos of me as a baby, photos of me and my friends in our school uniforms, 

photos of me and my husband looking impossibly young. There are birthday cards and congratulations cards and 

letters from my dad, my mum, my husband, and friends. Mostly, there are letters from my grandma. 

She has been ill for a long time. Before the pandemic, every time I visited her, there was a new ailment, a different 

organ in need of propping up with pharmaceuticals. The last time I spoke to her, over Zoom, she looked thin. I had 

never known her to be thin, always plump and soft when I hugged her. I remember the last visit. I was eight weeks 

pregnant, too early to tell anyone, and I sat on her couch, refusing frequent offers of tea because I couldn’t stomach 

it. When my mother tells me my grandma might not have long, I find myself wishing I could go back to that last visit 

and ask my grandma: seven children, how did you do it? 

The days seem to linger endlessly, the time between waking up and going to bed sags like tired, overused elastic, 

and yet I find myself wishing for more time. I am greedy, hungry for it. I want my grandma, who is 92, to go on living, 

to meet her great-granddaughter, to watch her grow, send her cards and letters. But the cellulitis in her legs gets so 

bad that she’s hospitalised. There’s talk of amputation. In the end she catches pneumonia on the ward and though they 

pump her full of antibiotics that make her delirious, there is nothing any doctor can do. I walk around my house with 

the baby strapped to me, but I feel a distance between myself and the world. Everything is tinged with the knowledge 

that across the vastness of an ocean, my grandma is doing the difficult work of dying. I feel it, I feel the way she is 

clinging to life. Surrender, I whispered, surrender. I wanted her to know that it is okay to die. You can surrender now. 

On the night that she dies, I finally let out all the tears I have been holding back. I surrender to grief, just briefly. In 

the days after, I don’t know what to do with my grief. I don’t have time for you now. Over a broken internet connec-

tion, I watch the undertakers wheel a coffin covered in yellow roses through the church. That’s not her, I think, that’s 

not my grandma in that coffin. I feel, for the first time, how I am a part of her, came from her. 

I gather up her letters and read them. I feel guilt about all the responses I didn’t write, about the poetry competi-

tions she mentioned that I didn’t enter, and the manuscript she’d asked me to edit but that I just didn’t have time for, 

not yet. And yet became now and there’s no more time for some day. Mostly, I feel her deep sense of love and pride at 

my achievements, at my degrees, my marriage and my baby. I’d thought about getting rid of the letters, but now I can’t 

bring myself to. Instead, they go back into the shoebox, into a cardboard box that has seen better days, and across the 

country to our new island home. 

*

It feels good to be on an island again. I had forgotten what it’s like to always be within reach of the sea. It disturbed 
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me, being in Toronto, so far from salt water. Yes, they have a lake, but I have the sea in my bones. We spend our first 

month on the island in a two-room Airbnb. The shift in time zone knocks my daughter’s inconsistent sleep off kilter. 

There are nights when I get two hours sleep or less; days when I feel drawn out and untethered. Endless walks, end-

lessly hoping for a nap. I know my mind is becoming unhinged when the thought of using the kitchen knife makes 

me shudder—images of it slipping out of my hand and into my guts. On a day when the baby just won’t sleep, I curl 

up on the couch and will myself to stay there, not to run out onto the street and find the nearest bridge. 

I don’t know when it started, this unravelling. When I gave birth? For days afterwards I relived it over and over 

in my mind. Life felt chaotic in those early months, but I loved the chaos, I embraced it. When my daughter was a 

month old, she slept on my husband’s chest as he watched me receive an award. The award was from the university 

where I had been taking night classes. I took up studying again when she was three months old. I’m nailing this, I 

thought, as I wrote essays one handed, a baby on my breast. Then came the chaos of empty supermarket shelves and 

people scrambling to get home. I didn’t like that chaos. During long breastfeeding sessions and sleepless nights, I 

scrolled through news channels and read articles that tried to predict the future. My daughter slept soundly on my 

shoulder and I clung to her.  

*

During our first month on the Island, there are blackberry brambles everywhere, Himalayan blackberries, an inva-

sive. On dog walks, my husband fills his cap with the fruit and we scatter them over our morning cereal. I look for-

ward to his next haul. Their sweetness feels like a cruel joke; after all, these blackberries don’t belong here. I’m not sure 

where I belong. I think about home constantly, but it isn’t a place, it’s a space—a kitchen full of late afternoon light, a 

wooden table with a warm pot of tea, and endless, unbroken hours in which to drink it and set the world to rights. 

We move from the Airbnb to an apartment overlooking the Juan de Fuca Strait and the Olympic Mountains. Our 

new home is a shifting world. On clear days, we can see the contours of the mountains across the strait; on very clear 

days, we can see Mount Baker, deeply encrusted in snow, even in summer. Then we wake to fog, our world contracted 

to the rooftops of the houses below. We spend a week stranded inside while wildfire smoke from Washington ignores 

the border. The tides shift and the beach down on the bay disappears as the sea tosses itself up the seawall and onto 

the sidewalk. 

My moods seem tectonic too. One day, I feel even keeled, happy; the next, I lie on the floor of our apartment as 

tears drift uselessly down my face. I watch my daughter play and feel as though my brain is dissolving with the bore-

dom of it all, and then feel guilt for not being overwhelmed with oxytocin—other parents admit to boredom too, and 

still the guilt floods in. It was the best time of my life, my mum tells me, the year I spent at home with you, after you 
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were born. She loved breastfeeding too. I feel resentment as my daughter tugs at and lifts my shirt. I want my body 

back, I want my mind back. I need a job, I think, I need a distraction. But each rejection, each interview that ends with 

a polite thank you, but no thank you, fuels the voices in my head: you’re worthless, you’re garbage, there’s no point to 

you. What hope I’d had of working for a book publisher vanishes. Books are published in Toronto, in the centre, not 

on a peripheral island. What now? I don’t know and I can’t seem to spool my thoughts together. On a walk, I pass a 

yard where a deer is eating from a shrub, just a few metres from the sidewalk, her fawn not far from her side. She’s me, 

I think, and the thought startles me. I shake my head, shake the thought away. 

*

A new year and we are packing up our belongings once again. Our boxes look torn and frayed, just one more 

move, old boxes, one more. It is a cold day as we drive the few hours up island, an improbably short move for us. In 

the weeks that follow, snow falls, soft and thick, sticking to the trees, the hydro lines, the sides of buildings. We walk 

through the hushed forests, deep in the crunch of our boots, in our thoughts, transported. I unpack boxes and, as 

though hidden there, the voices try to return, try to tell me I am garbage. I tear down the boxes and pile them away in 

the basement. 

At the beginning of the pandemic, I stood at the window of our rented house in a suburb of Toronto, baby on hip, 

and saw a dark, yawning hole in front of me. I thought I could pull myself back. But the truth is, I had to dive deep 

into its inky waters, swim in it, soak it into my very core. The truth is, it changed me, this darkness, this birth, this 

virus, this death, this moving and moving and moving. I shed my old self. Painfully, not like a snake shedding its skin, 

but like a hangnail worried and pulled at. Sometimes I think I would like my old self back. I see her waiting there, 

decades in the future, when all of this—the changing of diapers, the chopping of apples, the pushing of small feet into 

shoes—is over. But she is impatient, I know, and she won’t be there when I’m through. But that’s okay, we have taken 

different paths, she and I. And I think I’ve found my point on the map. 

*

My daughter wakes from her nap. I strap her into her stroller for an afternoon walk around the village. The houses 

here are a hodgepodge of old and new, well-cared-for and seen-better-days. One yard is filled with old lawnmowers, 

another has chickens, and there are many rows of vegetables spread across many well-tended gardens. I think of the 

flat, manicured lawns of Markham and the put put putting of sprinklers. Down at the old colliery railway line, I get 

my daughter out of the stroller and let her walk for a while. Mostly she squats down, folding in on herself, to exam-
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ine a pebble, a pine cone, a stick. I try to hurry her along, until I realise that there is nowhere to be, the to-do list can 

wait. Slow down, mama, she seems to be saying, look. A hedge along the path is alive with small birds, until it starts to 

shake and the birds go silent. I grab hold of my daughter’s arm in case it’s a large mammal, one of the bears or cougars 

or wolves that are often sighted near the town. Instead, a hawk launches out of the hedge, a small parcel of feathers in 

its talons. Bud, she says. Bird, yes, a hawk, I say. I strap her into her stroller again and we walk up to the school, which 

has the best view of the mountain range that skirts the edge of the village. I see my daughter, years from now, running 

around on this field, pumping her legs on those swings, and the hope and joy of it catches in my throat. 

*

We are growing a garden now, planting seeds, burying bulbs in the dark earth. We cover the garden with packing 

paper and cardboard to keep the weeds at bay. 
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RIVER MOUTH
Terrance James

As river’s tongue licks the shore
a widening mouth yawns, spews
low-tide brown sand-mud drool.

Tide-rinsed mud-mire complexion
mascara-like smudges
await cleanse.

Salt-crusted bay mouth debris
coughed up in winter’s gag
blemishes shore cheeks.

Foreshore jowls of stubble growth
inter-tidal aberrations 
wet-shaved daily.

Sun’s rays shimmer in shallow pools
tears etched in sand bars
meander seaward.

Distant craft anchored with toothpick masts
cleansed white by salt breeze
glint in sun-streams.

Nearby gulls peck and tweeze
at the tideland table
before it is washed anew.

SEA & CEDAR | SUMMER 2021 56



ALL I WRITE ABOUT IS LACK 
Natalia Nybida
 
you like girls when they are small
so everyday i return 
to the womb for you.
i shrink from the pain 
until i am more bone than flesh;
i lose myself in surrender. 
 
how do i write about love 
when i have never felt it? 
all i write about is lack 
and you say that is beautiful 
 
—my bare bones—
 
my mother cries when she sees me 
bent over, i tell myself 
she must be threatened 
by the power in my pain—
it demands to be seen 
in ways she cannot. 
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IN SICKNESS AND IN HEALTH
Kathleen Van Doorn

O ctober 5th.

James awakens on his back in the dark bedroom. He listens for a moment, then cautiously reaches 

towards his sleeping wife. His hand falls flat on the cold flannelette bedsheet. All is quiet in the small log 

house they built together on the Pender Island family homestead.

“Beth?” Silence. “Beth!”

He sits up and tries to focus on her side of the bed, but sees only the hint of wrinkled sheets and the closely set 

waves of the discarded comforter. He swings his legs over the side of the bed and feels for his slippers. They’re gone.

James starts down the short hallway to the kitchen. His once dark hair is threaded with grey and his blue striped 

pajamas hang loosely over his small frame. The tattered bottoms of his pants drag along the cold hardwood floor that 

chills his bare feet. The refrigerator hums as he glances at the ghostly green glow on the microwave: 4:13. He smells 

the tang of fresh ammonia, reminding him of the blue cleaner Beth uses on the kitchen counters. James smells some-

thing else. 

Are those pancakes? 

The scene becomes clear as his eyes adjust to the lack of light. On the kitchen table is a plate stacked with pancakes 

in the center on a round wooden disk. The smooth surface is covered with a Christmas tablecloth and is set with two 

place settings of their good china, heavy cream square plates with a sprig of green bamboo in one corner, a knife and 

fork nestled on each linen napkin. Between the settings is a full container of golden syrup alongside a bottle of ketch-

up with an inch of red sauce at the bottom. 

His petite wife sits innocently in her wooden chair with her hands neatly folded in her lap like a child. On the plate 

in front of her are the remnants of a pancake sticky with syrup and ketchup. Beth’s arms and legs are bare and her feet 

are firmly set on the floor in James’ brown slippers. She shivers through her white cotton nightgown. Beth’s white-

blonde bed-head reminds him of Einstein’s distinctive shock. Her normally bright blue eyes are dull as she stares 

unseeing out the window into the dark backyard at a spot where the bird feeder is not yet visible.  

I love her so much.

He didn’t fall for her all at once. They met in their first year at university. They both wanted to be writers, and 

shared many of the same classes. James and Beth got to know one another by editing each other’s work. It took him 

almost a year to ask her out, and even though they were already friends, he was nervous. She was so beautiful, still is.

Bunny, their black and white border collie, sprawls at Beth’s feet. Near Bunny’s black nose sits her metal dish with a 
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hint of milk left on the bottom. She doesn’t lift her head but her black tail with a white tip thumps at James’ arrival.

“Good morning, Sweetie. You’re up early.”

Beth turns to his voice. “Oh, James. Good morning. I made us pancakes.”

“So I see. They look terrific. You realize that it’s Saturday today, so we don’t have to get up early.”

“Of course….” She looks at her hands. “I wanted to do something nice for you.”

“You did. I love pancakes.” James pulls out his chair and sits. “Did you already feed Bunny?” Bunny thumps her tail 

at her name.

“She was hungry. Shall I make coffee now?

“That would be great, thanks. I see you’ve eaten?”

“Did I? I guess I was hungry too.”

James stabs a couple of pancakes from the serving dish with his fork. He reaches for the golden syrup and squeezes 

out a generous amount, and places the container back beside the bottle of ketchup. “Are there sausages too?”

“No. Why?”

 “Just wondering, there’s ketchup on the table.” 

“Oh…I tried it on my pancakes, but it wasn’t very good.”

He smiles. I guess everything doesn’t need to make sense.

 “Good to know, I’m not going to put it on mine then.” James takes a bite of his pancake. It’s cold. How long has she 

been up?

Beth sets her husband’s coffee in front of him. With Bunny’s eyes following her, Beth reaches for the dog’s dish. “I 

might as well feed Bunny too.”

James thinks back to September 17, the day that the doctor explained that the plans they’d made for the rest of their 

lives were no longer possible. The diagnosis of Early Onset Alzheimer’s put a stop to all of that. The doctor’s words 

ricochet around in James’s head: quick decline, aggressive, and if that isn’t enough—continuous and irreversible destruc-

tion. James considers his life in two separate pieces now: before and after September 17. The last two and a half weeks 

of life without hope feels like an eternity in hell. He gazes at his fifty-one-year-old wife in her thin nightie and feels 

like weeping. How will he bear to watch his beautiful wife leave him one inch at a time?

James takes a sip of his coffee and holds back a gag. There’s sugar in here. “I’m pretty sure Bunny’s already been fed. 

You look cold, want to go back to bed and snuggle?”

“What about the mess?”

“Let’s leave it. I’ll get it later. After all, what else does a guy have to do on his day off?”

“Exactly. You too, Bunny, come.”

Bunny’s nails scratch at the floor as she scrambles to follow. 
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*

October 6.

Beth and James sit at the coffee table. There are dainty flowered tea cups on the white lace tablecloth. Burnt oatmeal 

cookies sit on a matching plate beside the cream and sugar set. Beth pours James a cup of tea. 

“Thank you, Miss,” James says, as he holds his pinky at an awkward angle.

Beth laughs. “You make a silly lady.”

The phone rings. Beth jumps up to answer it. “Hello?”

“Hi, Mom. It’s your handsome and talented son, Dan.”

“You’re funny. I’d know your voice anywhere,” says Beth.

“How are you, Mom?”

“Great. Dad and I are just having tea. How’s Cally?”

“Uncomfortable and ready to pop.”

“I can’t wait to see our granddaughter.”

“Another week or two and we’ll all get to meet her. Is Dad there?”

“Sure. Give Cally a hug from us.” Beth hands the phone to James.

“Hi, Dan.”

“How are you two?”

“Really good. What have you been up to?” asks James.

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’ve made some appointments for next week to view a couple different 

care homes.”

“Not necessary. We’re good here.” Lines appear on his forehead. 

“I was hoping we could go together,” says Dan.

“Not the time.” James takes a deep breath through his nose. “I can take care of my wife just fine.”

“Sorry, trying to be helpful,” says Dan.

“Thanks, but no. I’ve got to go. The tea party awaits.” James presses his lips together.

“Okay, talk to you soon. Bye.”

“Bye, Dan.” James hangs up the phone and holds his cup and saucer out to Beth. “Miss, more tea, please.”

*
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October 31.

James brings in the last two bags of groceries from the truck. He sidesteps Bunny, who dances around his feet. Cra-

zy dog, you’d think we’d been gone for a week. He hefts the cloth bag adorned with unrealistically large rabbits onto the 

counter. The bag tips and a couple of red apples roll out.

Beth washes the vegetables before she separates them into white drawstring pouches. She hums an unrecognizable 

tune.

James begins unloading the remaining two bags. Between them, there are six liters of milk.  I must have been day-

dreaming when we went through the checkout. 

“I like that song. What is it?” asks James.

“I don’t know the name, but we had to memorize it in elementary school for a concert. I have always loved the 

melody,” says Beth. “All of the district schools performed it on the lawn of city hall. It was very exciting for a ten-year-

old.”

He smiles at her unexpected moment of clarity. Just like Forest Gump’s box of chocolates, “You never know what 

you’re going to get.”

“Who’s the sneaky one? How’d this get into the cart?” She holds a shiny bag of mini chocolate bars up in the air like 

they’re contraband cigarettes.

“You put them in there yourself,” says James, laughing.

“Hah, nice story.”

“It’s Halloween. We bought them for the kids.”

“Of course….” Her smile fades. 

James bends to grab the large plastic mixing bowl from the bottom shelf. “If you empty the bag into here it will 

make shelling out the candy easier.”

“Okay, I’ll get some scissors to open the bag.” She turns and heads into the bedroom.

 “We can use the ones in here.” James shakes his head. We have never kept scissors in our bedroom. He pulls open the 

drawer underneath the cutlery and puts the blue-handled scissors next to the plastic bowl. He looks up to see Beth 

lingering in the doorway of the kitchen looking lost.

Bunny scrambles over to Beth and rubs against her leg. Beth’s hand drops to Bunny’s head. “Is it your dinner time?”

“She’s scamming you. It’s only two o’clock.” James sweeps his hand, palm up over the bowl, candy bag, and scissors. 

“All ready for you to perform your magic.” James clears his throat. “Ladies and gentlemen, watch closely as this ordi-

nary bag transforms into hundreds of delightful treats right before your eyes.”

Beth moves to the counter. Ignoring the scissors, she rips open the candy bag with great effort. Mini chocolate bars 

fly into the air and scatter across the floor.
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James kneels to scoop the loose projectiles into the bowl, while Beth stares at the ones scattered on the counter.

“No worries, Sweetie. I’ll get them. This afternoon I’d like to help Jeff with the fence along our property line. His 

sheep are getting through and wandering down the driveway. Would that be okay?”

“Sure. You don’t have to ask me,” says Beth.

“I know, just wanted to check that you didn’t have any plans for us. What will you do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe this would be a good time to work on your new manuscript. The house will be nice and quiet,” says James.

Early in her career, Beth came up with the idea of compiling stories of a teenage girl who travels the world learning 

about other cultures. The young adult books flew off the shelves. She was astonished at their success. 

“I don’t think the book is going very well. I might rest instead. Getting groceries always wears me out.”

“Call my cell if you need me, the number’s on the counter. I’ll leave Bunny here to keep you company.” James bends 

and kisses his wife’s cheek. “Love you lots.”

“You too.”

After a few hours, the men have the old section of wire fence rolled up into the back of Jeff ’s farm truck. Two new 

fence posts are cemented in. As they lay out the new wire on the ground to cut it, they hear voices coming down the 

driveway. The men stop to watch as five children in costume advance happily towards them. Four school-age ones 

are covered in black from head to toe: clothes, hair, lips, and eyes. They drag a smaller child in a white furry costume 

with long pink ears by the hand. Their musical laughter is infectious.

James smiles. The kids remind him of the many fun times he took Dan out trick-or-treating. “What are you guys 

dressed as?”

“We’re Goths, and Kimmy’s a rabbit.”

“Cool. You look great.”

“Trick or treat, smell my feet, give us something good to eat,” the children chant.

“Head on down to the house, my wife has some treats for you.”

By the time the children come back up the driveway, Jeff and James have cut the wire to fit and have begun to nail 

one side to the new post. The light is fading.

“How was the haul?” James asked.

“There was a dog going crazy inside, but no one answered the door,” the group’s spokesman said. “We rang the bell 

a couple of times and knocked, but no one came.”

“Oh dear, I’m sorry, she must have gotten tied up.”

James gives Jeff a nod and takes off running towards the house. When it comes into view there are no lights on in-

side. His foot hits something metal on the sidewalk and it rings as it smashes against the bottom step. A wave of white 
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liquid sloshes out of a stainless-steel bowl and over the steps. He jumps over it to the landing. His combined attempt 

to turn the handle and push the door open at the same time fails as he slams against the solid wood. Why is the door 

locked?

“Beth? Beth, it’s James. Please unlock the door.”

James turns, steps over the white puddle. Is that milk? He jogs around the house and tries the back door. With relief, 

he steps inside and calls again. “Beth!”

Bunny rushes to greet him with little worrying yips. She circles James, her yips becoming urgent barks.

“Where is she girl? Where’s Mom, show me.”

Bunny takes off down the hall.

James feels sick.  

Following Bunny, he glances into the empty kitchen and bathroom. The big bowl of candy in the front entranceway 

is untouched, but no sign of Beth. He follows the white tip of Bunny’s tail into the bedroom. It looks empty in here 

too.

Bunny barks at the closet door.

James pulls the bifold door open and sees his wife balled up in the corner. She is perched on top of her good shoes.

Bunny pushes her way in and licks the streams running from Beth’s eyes and nose.

A huge sigh escapes James’s lips, his shoulders relax and he sits down on the soft beige carpet in front of her. 

“Whatcha doing in there, Sweetie?

Beth looks up and smiles in recognition, her wide eyes shining.

James reaches out for her hand. She grabs it and holds on tight.  

“You’re okay now. You can come out.”

He gently pulls her hand and she slips onto his lap. James puts both arms around her.

“What’s got you upset?”

“There was a gang of hoodlums outside banging on the door and ringing the bell. They were yelling and shouting 

that they were going to play a trick on me. I got scared, so I locked the door and hid in here.”

“I’ve chased them all away. Shall we go see what we can find for dinner?”

 

*

November 2.

“Hello?” says James, picking up the phone.

“Hi, Dad. How’re you doing?” says Dan.
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“Hi Dan, just fine. How’s our new granddaughter?”

“Corinne sleeps all day and is up all night. Cally and I are exhausted.”

“You were the same,” says James. He smiles, remembering his baby son.

“How’s work at the magazine?” asks Dan.

“The pieces I write these days are mediocre. My mind is elsewhere.”

“It might be time for some changes, Dad.”

“I’ve been banking my holidays at work for our trip to Holland next year, but I’m going to take them now. Mom and 

I will holiday here. 

“Can’t you get some help at home while you’re at work?”

“I can take care of her myself,” says James, nostrils flaring.

“I can help too. The three of us will come over next weekend.”

“We can’t do the whole weekend, but we’d love to see you guys for a couple of hours,” says James.

“I’d like to talk about this, Dad.” 

“We’re fine as we are.” James’s fists come quietly down on the table. 

“Okay, you know what’s best. I’ll let you know what ferry we’ll be on before next weekend. Bye for now.”

*

January 2.

James rolls over to snuggle his wife. Her side of the bed is cold. SHIT. He squints at the red numbers on the clock: 

2:07. 

“Beth? Beth! Bunny, where are you my girls?” Silence. He slips into his brown slippers and hollers for them as he 

frantically searches the house, then out into the yard. 

“Beth. Bunny,” says James, in a voice bordering on panic when he sees that Beth’s Mini is not in the garage. 

Where did you have to go so badly? 

Then James remembers Beth’s new obsession with catching a ferry to go home. She doesn’t recognize her own home 

as home anymore. When James explains that this is where they have lived for a long time, she doesn’t believe him.

He runs back into the house for his truck keys and then races along the deserted winding road to the ferry. The ter-

minal’s dark, Beth’s Mini is sitting at the front of the lineup. Dressed in only her nightie, she is sound asleep over the 

steering wheel. Bunny stands on the passenger seat, her bright eyes focused on James out the window. 

*
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January 3.

James sits with his elbows on the table, his head in his hands. He looks at the dry Cheerios in his bowl then at the 

empty milk carton. He shakes the carton again, just in case wishes really do come true. He laughs at his little joke, but 

stops short when he realizes tears are rolling down his face. 

Staring into the depths of his dry cereal he has come to a decision. I’m going to have to tell Dan. 

The house phone rings and he jumps up before it wakes Beth.

“Hi Dan. I was just going to call you,” says James, staring at the call display.  

 “Is Mom okay?”

“We had a bit of an adventure last night,” James closes his eyes, takes a deep breath, and tells his son about Beth’s 

fixation with going home and the trip to the terminal in the middle of the night. There, I’ve officially betrayed my wife.

“Oh my god, Dad.”

“She’s safe, sound asleep now.”

“Maybe she was headed to Grandpa and Gramma’s place?”

“I had that thought too,” says James.

“You sound as exhausted as we are.”

“I guess I am. 

“I’m sorry. I wish you could just wave your magic wand and make everything better, like when I was little,” says 

Dan.

“There’s no chance of me pulling a rabbit out of a hat this time.” 

“We need to talk about this.”

“It’s happening way too fast,” says James.

“I agree. I’ll be over today on the 12:15.”

“Good morning,” says Beth, dragging her bathrobe. Bunny follows closely behind.

“You mean good afternoon, sleepyhead. Want to say hi to Dan?” James hands her the phone.

“Hi Dan. How are you?”

“Great, Corinne is growing so fast. Cally is buying bigger clothes for her already.”

“Good to hear. I’m going to get some breakfast.” She abruptly hangs up the phone and turns to James. “Who’s Dan 

and…?”

“Dan is our son, Cally is his wife and Corrine’s their—our—brand-new granddaughter.”

“Of course ....” Beth nods her head. 

“Would you like some toast?”
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“Yes. Do we have any eggs?” Beth spots James’s bowl of dry Cheerios. “You’re having cereal?”

James shakes his head. “I’ve changed my mind, eggs and toast sound way better. I’ll cook.” He jumps up to get the 

eggs and butter out of the fridge. 

“Has Bunny been fed?” says Beth.

“Yes, she has. How did you sleep?”

“Good. You?”

“Great. Want to play our writing game today?” asks James, digging in the cupboard for the frying pan.

“No. I feel a bit groggy. Can we just sit in the garden?”

“Sure, after we eat though. I’m starving.”

*

February 3.

He isn’t listening to Dan chatter on about baby Corinne; James’s thoughts are focused on the suitcase in the trunk of 

Dan’s car. He had packed Beth’s case while she slept. Her favorite shoes, along with a set of clothes are laid out on her 

chair. Forgive me, Beth.

Dan sits at the kitchen table sipping his coffee with too many sugars. He insists on taking Beth to the memory care 

facility without James. “It will be too difficult for you.” 

Failing her is more than difficult.

Dan covers his mother’s small hand with his own. “Besides I want Mom to myself for a day.”

Beth doesn’t notice James’ distress. She’s happily making a list of all the things she will do with her son today. When 

it’s time to go, James forces a happy smile on his face and hugs his wife a bit too long.

“James. I’m not going to the moon,” says Beth. 

James waves enthusiastically until they are around the corner in the driveway. When he’s sure they’re, he melts into 

the gravel sobbing.

The last few difficult months bubble to the surface as he gathers himself up the front porch steps. As he stands in 

the living room, he stares at Beth’s empty comfy chair, the one that she sits in when they watch the news and the 

Saturday night movie. The cracks on its burgundy leather arms spread like crazed spider webs and the seat sags where 

her cute bum fit perfectly. Where she will never sit again. A sob escapes from deep inside his belly and tears track 

down his cheeks, dripping off his chin.

At his feet Bunny whines. James strokes her head. “Just the two of us now, girl.” He turns away from Beth’s chair and 

blinks hard to focus on the bookshelf where eleven books nestle together in the corner of the top shelf. These volumes 
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represent Beth’s life work. The twelfth manuscript remains on her desk unfinished, like white sheets scattered in the 

wind.

Who will write Beth’s stories now?

James drops to the carpet beside Bunny. She licks his wet face and settles herself on his lap. He holds her as his tears 

soak into her fur.

James is not sure how long they sit like this, but his back is stiff. He releases Bunny and stands. “Tomorrow we’ll go 

see how she’s settling in.” He strokes Bunny’s head. “But for now, I’ll put some coffee on, and for you, Miss Bunny, I’m 

guessing that you’d prefer a bowl of milk.”

Dedicated to Fred and Vi Smith
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TUNDRA
Laura Kelsey

I’ve been alone a long time, sitting at my window and watching
the brush on the tundra grow oh-so-slow

sometimes, maybe to remember there is other life besides mine
I leave smooth stones outside for months on my doorstep, just so

they grow a smattering of lichen, something to tell my troubles
but no wonder it dies so quickly when clear skies only arrive

at night, I tie knot after knot of yarn, one for every star I see
to keep me from sleeping because dreams are as desolate as the days

always the same: I am walking across the expanse toward the mountains
in the distance, the mountains with their bright blue lakes

and trees that are tall and stand straight but I am not fast enough
the mountains run away, they shrivel and die in the distance

like the lichen
on my stones
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THE MEETING
Laura Kelsey

she found the space between
the two branches and pressed
her fingers sinking into the bark
and a door in the trunk sliding open

iridescent moss lined a stairway
down below the roots, the earth
the dampness you’d expect
a comfort, welcomed

illuminated at the bottom
a dome, like a library or lecture hall
stone-slab seats surrounding an elderly speaker
in a half moon

he speaks in forest, in bird calls
and crickets, the wind rustling
through the firs and his eyes brighten
face contorting as he makes each sound

she understands every note and click
knows now they are mobilizing
knows now she will not survive this
after living for a thousand years
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Archie Took a Moment During His Morning Constitutional by Lindsey Henderson
Digital Collage
12x16 in
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THE LONG SUMMER   
Elizabeth Boyd

I. 
Bush beans sprouted wearing
the husks of their seeds
like Thumbelina caps

The children dashed through the house
from game to game
pausing only to slurp cold milk,
or eat the toast I served with 
great, gooey gobs of peanut butter

I swallowed sweet milky tea,
washing down the lump in my throat 

II. 
I folded
endless baskets of laundry
in front of the TV

The red line 
in the thermostat climbed,
the leaves of the tomato plants curled in on themselves
to preserve what little moisture they had

In bed, my knees curled
up to my chest,
I fought against the desire
to stay there forever, but also
to leave immediately

III. 
I buried the children
in sand up to their necks
their pale faces exposed,
eyes squinting against 
the relentless summer sky 
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Back home
I hosed them down
on the parched back lawn, as they
squirmed and squealed

I vacuumed the sand out of my car

IV. 
We attended the Canada Day Parade
Every emergency vehicle in our town
rolled at a glacial pace down Main Street.

We stood, sweltering
in a row on the sidewalk
while Rescuers tossed candy and waved

V. 
It was at a family picnic,
everyone lounging on crisp grass
in the shade,
smiling, full-bellied,
when I heard my own voice in my own head remark
that I just wanted to die 

VI. 
I read poems

I considered
a dusty white pill 
the size of a raindrop   
in my palm

VII. 
Outside, the rain pounded the roof,
overflowed the gutters,
cascaded down the sloping driveway

I breathed in the smell:
heat, oil, and dust 
released from the pavement
into the afternoon air 
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VIII. 
I snapped
the newly ripe bush beans 
from their stalks,
brushed damp soil
from my fingertips

I marveled at the garden
now thriving, recovered
from the drought

I checked the bottoms of the tomatoes 
for rot, just in case
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