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Dedication

To all the angry girls; to the Indigenous girls
carrying worlds on their shoulders; girls
who ride or die for each other; the girls

still in the process of becoming—
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A Few Things About This Book

ONE

This book is about an ice-cream shack, yes, but it’s also about the real
traumas that teens face. There are discussions about and references to a
violent sexual assault; an instance of intimate partner abuse; instances of
racism and physical assault toward Indigenous and Black teens; discussions
of drug use; underage alcohol use.

TWO

This book centers the traumas faced by Indigenous women, girls, and two-
spirit people, and one narrative of the ongoing human rights crisis
happening now in the colonial nations of Canada, the United States of
America, and Mexico.

More broadly, this book includes discussion of generational trauma
from residential schools, and the living, contemporary systems that
overtook residential schools: the Sixties Scoop, the Millennial Scoop, and
other instances of child welfare systems serving the needs of colonialism
through mechanisms like birth alerts.

THREE

With the exception of one unnamed cow, who is humanely euthanized off
the page, nothing happens to any of the other cows or the dogs or other
animals, this I promise. Mooreen, the udderly delightful Cowntessa de
Pasteur, and Homer are okay.

FOUR

Why do I tell you these things mere moments before the story begins?
Because: More than anything, I care about you. Your health, happiness,

safety, and well-being matter more than reading this book.



If you’re not ready now, that’s okay. This book will always be here. If
you’re never ready, that’s okay as well. If you’re reading and need to stop,
guess what, totally okay. And I’m the author saying this, so believe me. I
found healing writing Lou’s story, and if you do read it, I hope you find
what you need too.

<3 Jen
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Chapter 1
June 12

RED: Winter isn’t colorless—it’s full of shine, depth, and
shades we often refuse to see. But many of us find winters
long and dull. When the season opens at the Michif
Creamery, we start with reds. They contrast loudly, wake us
up, as spring announces itself with what seem like
impossible buds on trees.

We’re a sight. Three pickup trucks traveling down the highway, each with

one of the Creamery’s picnic tables hanging over the tailgate. And me, in
the lead, in my old bronze F-150, my best friend, Florence, laughing from
her shotgun seat. Summer arrives to the prairies slow—and stays for such a
short time. But Florence and me, we’re tough enough. We’ve wound down
the windows all the way, because it’s tradition.

Last year this time, we were so giddy for summer, for freedom. Florence
is trying to bring us back to that place. Her red hair whips around the cab
like a storm. It tickles my arm, my cheek. We’re singing along to the radio
—bad country music because, again, it’s tradition. If doing something two
years running makes for tradition.

But it’s not the trucks and Florence’s wild hair causing us to stand out
on Highway 16. It’s one of the cattle dogs, with his orange-and-white coat,
riding atop the picnic table I'm hauling like he’s surfing. Homer’s a
character—an old man with the heart of a young pup. He’s the star of
cleanup day.

It’s not the best day of the season. It’s not the worst. But it’s certainly a
show.

When we approach the turn into the shack’s lot, I slow down carefully,
watching Homer’s dog-smile out the rearview to be sure he’s ready for this.
It’s a balance, and keeping the balance is my job. Homer trusts me. We pull
into the clearing, where the shack has sat all winter, and before I can park,
an orange-and-white blur jumps off the truck, kissing the land with a little
thud. He settles in for the day, in the shade against a stand of trees, where



he’ll watch us, like he watches the cows. Coyotes, bears, and other
predators don’t get too close, not with Homer standing guard.

As we wait for my uncle Dom and my mom to arrive, Florence
examines her freshly painted nails, all red like blood. She’s decked head to
toe in black. Her skinny jeans are artfully ripped at the knees and across one
thigh. We’re giggling over the song lyrics pouring out of my speakers—
trucks, girls, and ice-cold beers, like that’s all there is to life—when Dom
raps on the side of the truck and says, “Let’s get started!”

“Loading the picnic tables and the paint and all these supplies wasn’t
part of the job?” I ask, climbing down.

Throwing his head back so his gorgeous brown hair flutters, Dom grins.

Once we unload the picnic tables, my mom lugs her massive beading kit
from her truck. She’s brought the portable stadium seat along—the one she
drags to the pool when she watches me swim. She’s here to keep us
company, not to work. Last week, she quit her hellish job at the 911
dispatch to dedicate herself to art. She spent the first fall we lived here
learning the craft. Her fingers bled first, then callused over. Now, she beads
while she watches TV, beads while she eats.

If she could, she’d do it in her sleep.

She’s leaving me, leaving us for the summer. But she’s here today.
Teasing and cackling at me, or her brother, with entire lungfuls of air.

No one asks where Wyatt, my boyfriend, is this morning. And I’m glad
for that. Glad too, in a strange way, he hasn’t shown. As we paint boards
with a new layer of whitewash, Florence squeals with delight when drips
stain her jeans. In September, she’ll wear these on her round-the-world trip,
and people will think they’re designer. We’ve already cleared the
mousetraps and removed any spiders who’ve taken up residence by
relocating them to the bush.

Next weekend, we open.

When my uncle Maurice joins us, he’s bearing lunch. But instead of
heading for food, Florence smears a big gob of paint from her palm onto
mine. She smiles, radiant.

“Gross,” I say.

“Follow me.” With a paint-smeared grip she pulls me around back of
the shack. We’re butted up against the trees. Day by day, they’re turning
vibrant green. The ground, too, is covered with spring growth, and errant
rocks. “Kneel.”



I do.

She doesn’t release my hand. Hers is warm, the paint between us
turning sticky, like glue—Ilike Florence is trying hard not to let me go. Not
yet. When Florence insists we lie on our backs to reach under the shack, we
do it—hands still clasped—even though it takes some maneuvering. Under
here, it’s cooler and the good rot of the undergrowth is strong.

“Okay, now that our gymnastics routine is complete—I give us a six out
of ten, by the way, and the Russian judge merits it no higher than a three, in
case you were wondering.”

I grin.

“Press your hand to the wood. Like me.”

“Why, exactly?”

“You’re asking why? After all that?”

I shrug with one shoulder.

“To mark our place, of course, Louie.”

The rough underside of the shack sucks up paint, Florence’s print next
to mine. A drip stains my cheek like a tear.

“There,” she says, quiet and not like Florence at all. “Now we’ll be here
as long as this shack of yours stands. No matter where we are, we’ll be here
too.”

My skin breaks out in gooseflesh, and my lungs expand and contract
like I’m swimming hard.

Florence wipes paint from my face carefully. All she can manage is a
nod.

What she doesn’t say: Next summer, we won’t be here. I’ll be at
university balancing lectures and fieldwork—hopefully training with the
competitive water polo team on weekends. And Florence, she’ll be who
knows where. Thailand, on a beach, or the Australian outback working a
season on a sheep farm, or Kenya—photographing Mount Kilimanjaro from
her campsite.

“Come get lunch, you two!” my mom hollers.

Before we rise from the ground, Florence tries to speak. A strangled sob
escapes. She’s hardly ever without words.

“I know,” I say, and help her up.

We rejoin my family. Dom hands me a wet rag to clean my hands and
finally asks after Wyatt. “Where’s that boyfriend of yours? He said he’d
start work today.”



Some paint rubs off, but most of it stays stuck. “Probably still in bed.”

My mom’s left eyebrow is arched high. “What do you know about his
bed?”

I pick at the paint along my cuticles. “You all know what I mean.”

“Lazy arse,” Florence says, building herself a sandwich. “I didn’t sleep
well.” Her bipolar disorder messes with sleep—big-time. “And I was here,
almost on time,” she adds, peering over at Dom.

Technically, it’s a family business. But the Creamery is Dom’s project.

Maybe making excuses for Wyatt is what I’m supposed to do. Like it’s
my job as his girlfriend. But I can’t quite defend him. Can’t offer words of
support. Even now, talking about him, I’'m low-key happy he didn’t show.

“This doesn’t bode well, my niece.” Dom’s head drops the tiniest bit,
but it drops.

I continue picking at specks of paint until I switch over to ravaging
unmarred skin. “He’ll be here next weekend.”

Dom’s brown eyes are tight. And though he doesn’t say it, he’s thinking
that hiring Wyatt was my idea. At the time, it seemed a good one. To spend
one last summer with my best friend and my boyfriend.

Out of the corner of her eye, Florence watches as I pick, pick, at my
cuticles. She swats at my hand. “Stop it.”

My mom glances up from her beading.

At the far end of the picnic table, Maurice’s words barely carry against
the traffic on the highway. “Fewer employees means less overhead. Can’t
the girls handle this on their own?”

“Two isn’t enough. Three’s pushing it.” Dom shakes his head. “We’ll
survive.”

That word.

Survival is always in the back of our minds. What if the locals don’t
rally this year? What if we need another loan? What if Mom quitting a job
that made her miserable, that loaded her down with trauma shift after shift,
to sell beadwork on the road is a huge mistake? What if Wyatt goofs off all
summer and that’s the deciding factor to my family’s survival?

“Hey, the sun’s coming out,” Florence says.

I ignore my uncles’ chatter to focus on this good lunch, on the sun
helping dry the paint we’ve liberally applied to the shack. For now, it
gleams. Later, the shine will dull. By summer’s end, it won’t look like we
did this at all.



Finished with her meal, Florence climbs on top of the table. She wiggles
the ponytail from my hair and starts to play.

My mom pulls a long length of thread through her design. “Your braids
are too loose, Florence.”

“It’s pretty this way.”

“Tight braids highlight the cheekbones.”

They’re teasing each other. It’s how they’ve always been, since I
brought Florence home to finish a biology project after she joined our class
in the middle of the semester our grade-eleven year.

“There’s more than one kind of braid,” I say, and my mom stops
teasing. A tightness claims her eyes. She almost looks hurt. Like even this
basic statement weighs her down with the pain of my old lies.

Florence just says, “Oh, shush, you.”

I don’t know which of us she’s shushing. Mom falls silent too. It could
be the beads—she’s hurrying to fill her stock. It could be what I said, what
she thinks I implied.

Florence continues finger-combing little tangles. “You could still
abscond with me? Ditch the boyfriend and run?”

I sigh.

My mom clears her throat. We’re supposed to hear it. She’s contributing
to the conversation again.

“It’s not like a gap year means she’ll never go to uni, never play water
polo, Auntie Louisa.”

My mom’s face lights up. “My daughter could be the next Waneek
Horn-Miller! Lou could go all the way to the—"

“Olympics,” 1 say at the same time as my mom. Some days, I believe
it’s possible. We moved so often I didn’t have a picture for home in my
mind’s eye—but I’ve always had my mom, my fascination with dinosaur
bones, and water polo. These days, my family is bigger. My home is a
single-story farmhouse with a cool, comforting basement.

We leave my mom to finish the edging on the earrings she started this
morning—deep-gold ponies—to work for a few more hours. Near the end
of the day, we crack open the shoebox filled with photos and mementos of
the Creamery’s first two summers and paste them along the back wall.

Florence peers at me, holding a photo of us.

She needs to hear me say it. Again. “I can’t go with you on your
amazing trip. I’'m sorry I can’t. But we still have the whole summer.”



“We’ll make it the best one, then.”

I find the tip jar and tape a weathered Albertosaurus sticker that doesn’t
stick on its own anymore to the glass, positioning it next to the cash
register. It’s bittersweet, but it’s part of this place.

“And we’re done!” Florence claps. Her energy is contagious. A little
like sunshine.

We’re done, but we’re not ready to leave yet. Dom settles next to my
mom. Florence perches on top of the picnic table, scrolling through her
phone. Soon enough, my uncle has drawn us from our corners, and we’re
snorting over one of his stories. That leads my mom to correct Dom’s story,
and Dom to correct Mom’s, and suddenly the story’s evolved into
something completely new.

If the white SUV hadn’t stopped, we’d have sat around that picnic table,
me petting Homer’s soft fur, all of us laughing so hard it almost hurt, until
the mosquitoes ventured out in search of blood. But a white SUV with
tinted windows turns into the clearing. The interruption sets me off. The
almonds we’ve been snacking on turn bitter on my tongue, grit against my
teeth. Homer rises, leaves my side, and takes up watch.

The passenger window glides down—halfway. A blond woman with
gaudy red lips leans, nose first, toward us. “When do y’all open?”

Dom doesn’t approach the vehicle. “Sunday next. Eleven to eight.”

“Fine,” she says, and the window climbs, concealing her face.

The white SUV reverses toward us to make the turn. The license plate is
one of those vanity plates. They’re such a waste of money. Wyatt’s been
wanting one. This one says: FREED. It merges back onto the highway,
heading for town.

Florence stands. “They weren’t the friendliest of ice-cream fans. You
know them, Dominic?”

“She’s older than me. We wouldn’t have gone to school together. If
she’s a local. Louisa?” Dom asks.

My mom compares one earring to its pair, her face lopsided. “I screwed
up the pattern. There’s too much gold here. Not enough little yellow ones.”

“Mom? That woman, do you know her?”

“I’m going to have to tear this apart.”

“Mom?” I say again, knowing how she can sink into her art, sink so
deeply she leaves us even while she’s in the same room. Plus, she’s anxious




around strangers. Only consented to come out here today because the shack
was closed to the public.

“I know she’s not a natural blond,” my mom says lightly, and then she
starts ripping out stitches. “Couldn’t see the driver. Could you?”

Dom shakes his head. “Should we pack this up? Get home to our
supper?”

I whistle at Homer, who lobs over, his fur covered in burrs. Later
tonight, I’ll pick them out. Maybe by then, the nervous feeling in my
stomach will have settled.
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Chapter 2
June 14

RED: As a color we associate it with passion, and with anger
too. As a flavor we think it’s childish. A good red ice cream
or sorbet is all those things at once. It’s a marvel. If you’re
lucky, you can be one too.

On Sunday evening after we’d set up the Creamery for another season, I

sat on our farmhouse’s wraparound screened-in porch, picking dried paint
from my skin, my phone on speaker, while Wyatt made his excuses and
seamlessly planned tonight’s date. Now, I’m rolling with anxious energy,
ravaging my cuticles again, as if ugly hands will turn him off. Only a few
days stand between us and graduation. It’s impossibly hard to concentrate
on anything. But the cows in the close pasture munch happily on what the
fields have to offer and it’s nice for the sun to be in the sky after supper. I
try to remember this, sitting still. But I crack, can’t settle, can’t stop picking
at my nails.

Forty-six times. We’ve kissed forty-six times.

Tonight, in this suddenly-summer sticky heat, if Wyatt has his way,
we’ll break fifty.

I check my phone again, worrying at the green case. Most of the color
has rubbed off by now, but the outline of the T. rex saying “My name means
king of the tyrant lizards in your language” is still mostly there.

Seconds tick slow like they do in the water, when the other team is up in
the last minutes of the final quarter. By now, Wyatt really should be driving
west along the highway in his red Range Rover—an early, ridiculously
expensive graduation gift—to pick me up for our date. Some summer’s-
here blockbuster. And typical Wyatt, he’s late. We’re going to miss the
previews.

My earrings are big enough to be showpieces. Leather tassels tickle my
neck. Forty-six times we’ve kissed and I haven’t felt a thing. No sparks. Not
even one pitiful flicker. Not the first time his lips pressed hard against mine.
Not since.



The porch door creaks.

“That’s what you’re wearing?” my mom asks, her hands overfull. She
situates her work in progress on a side table, next to a plate of beads she’s
using to bring a PopSocket to life with a bold pink bison.

I don’t say anything. I raise my eyebrows.

“This is a date, eh?”

“The theater will be cold.”

My mom laughs her deep belly laugh, like she knows more than I’m
saying. Like she can read my mind. We’ve been two stars orbiting around a
common barycenter all my life—so maybe she can. Maybe I’m that
obvious.

Wyatt’s always late, but he has timing. He rolls off the gravel and onto
our looser dirt road with a great big tire spinout.

“I wouldn’t go back to eighteen if you paid me in unlimited beads and
moose hide,” my mom says.

I know what she means. This—Wyatt—it’s too much. But she’s saying
something else too. Something about her eighteen, not mine. All I ever say
when she’s in one of these moods is I love you. And so I say it.

She reaches out to hold my jean-covered knee. “You’re dressed like
you’re going to a job interview. And it’s a job you don’t really want.” She
doesn’t comment on my earrings.

“Thanks.”

She laughs again.

Wyatt honks the horn. It’s a little noise. Nothing like it fits the Range
Rover.

My eyes tighten.

“Impatient, isn’t he? For a white boy running so late we ought to check
his family tree for an ancestor.”

With a backward glance, I say, “Lol, Mom. Super funny.” But then I’m
running down the porch steps to his passenger door, running in jeans in this
heat, like my hurrying will actually help us get to town in time.

I yank on the shiny red door handle. It’s locked. “Wyatt!”

He laughs inside the cab. To him this is the funniest thing. When he’s
done, and his wavy, too-long surfer-boy hair is pressed back into its
perfectly messed-up order, he clicks the little button to let me in.

I try the door. Before I can manage it, he locks me out again, a wicked
grin on his face.



“Wyatt. Seriously.”

“Okay, okay.” He unlocks the door for real this time.

I climb inside. Cologne weighs down the air in the cab. I taste it.
Cleaning supplies and sad, stale sandalwood candles on the bottom shelf at
the dollar store. Underneath it all, the burn of new car lingers. My mom
watches, her thread and needle paused in the air. I ignore her and focus on
my boyfriend.

“Get your ass over here,” he says, and I lean toward him and let him
kiss me on the mouth—wishing for one spark. One little something,.

What I get is skinny fish lips.

Now, that’s not nice, just as not nice as my own mother calling my very
planned-out jeans and lacy, high-necked top an interview outfit. But both
things are honest. And I’m really working on honesty.

So, skinny fish lips stand.

We rip out of the farm, tossing up dirt like it’s rural confetti. As we
cruise into town, doing ten over the speed limit, we’re listening to Wyatt’s
music. New country. The nightly countdown. We’re two songs away from
number one and the movie starting. My boyfriend, he has a hand gripped
onto my thigh. It’s a bit too warm tonight, yeah—the first real hot night of
the year—but I’m happy. In denim, he can’t worm his hand under my pants.

Still, he’ll try.

Wyatt flicks the leather tassels hanging from my ear. His cologne wafts
toward me, fuller than before. When I gag a little, bile rises up. I fake a
cough to be polite.

This is what sets Wyatt off. Or, helps him to be brave. He turns the
music down low, pumping the button on his steering wheel, like suddenly
he needs to concentrate extra hard. His thumb rubs rough circles into my
jeans.

I’m going to bruise.

“So what do you say about tonight, when the lights are low and no one’s
watching, giving me a little . . .” He breaks off suggestively.

Now I’m supposed to read his mind. And it’s either his thought is so
obvious, or I know him pretty well, because I sort of do. I try to say
something, anything, and it’s like he knows I’m going to tell him that I’'m
not sure I want to give him another hand job in the movie theater. Well, if I
were being super honest, it would be more like, I don’t want to have your
dick in my hand at all. But I can’t find the words.



Wyatt smiles at me, that smile his parents paid bank for—perfect,
straight, too-white teeth—and he says, “Come on, Lou. You don’t have to
like giving BJs for you to, you know, go to town.”

Just pretend. Just swallow it down.

Okay, bad pun.

But this is an escalation from It’s just your hand on my dick, Lou. And
maybe moments like this are exactly what bad puns are for. Still, wordplay
won’t get me out of the hell I’ve somehow found myself in, dating a guy
who can’t stop, won’t stop.

It’s creeping. And the gaps between when I give in and when he asks for
something else, they’re getting shorter. Which means this won’t ever quit.
Not until Wyatt wants it to. That rolling in my stomach, the bile, the way I
can’t argue my way out of this one—my mind’s blanked on excuses, on the
lies that used to come so easily—that’s how I know we have to break up.
Not soon. Right the right now.

Before I can do anything but slide the window down to clear some of
the cologne from the Range Rover, Wyatt says, “’Cause you’ll learn to like
it. You really will.”

I don’t say anything.

One of his hands grips the steering wheel of his new toy, the other my
leg. I'm thinking of the venison that sat on my plate tonight. How, to Wyatt,
I’m just exactly that: meat.

He opens his mouth again. “I’'m done waiting.” He slowly raises the
music back up. “If you’re not going to take our relationship further—and
don’t make that face, you know exactly what I mean—then, well, bae, tuck
and roll.”

The pressure’s off in here. The window whoops and pops. We need to
equalize it.

Even though it’s a cliché, I clear my throat of a bad taste and say,
“Wyatt, we need to talk.”

He’s watched enough movies, he should know what’s coming, but he
only smiles, his hand working farther up my thigh to rub at the crease where
my leg meets my hip. It’s not sexy. It hurts.

I push him away.

That feels good. So good. My voice is firm, even, when I say, “I’m
breaking up with you. Sorry.”



“You’re what?” he asks over the song. We drift toward the grassy
median.

He overcorrects, the Range Rover pulling hard, jarring my neck. The
stem of my left earring needles into skin. I reach for something. Under my
grip, the dash is clean. I focus on the digital clock’s glowing red numbers.
The previews have started already. It’s my favorite part of the movies.
When everything is possible—when nothing’s exploded yet—when the
butter on the popcorn is warm and the salt still tastes like the best thing.

From the driver’s seat, Wyatt glares at me.

“I’m ending things with you,” I say, like somehow he didn’t quite hear
me.

He takes his foot off the gas. This time, he drifts to the right, across the
rumble strips. He points at the passenger door and says, “Get out.”

“Are you being serious?”

“Get. Out.” We’re moving too fast. The song’s building to some deep
heartbreak, and Wyatt, he clicks the volume higher. My ears rattle. “Tuck
and roll, Lou,” he yells.

I’'m sure he’ll stop once he’s had his fit, but he never quite does. His
cologne stings the roof of my mouth. New-car smell, I read once, is a mild
poison.

Someone passes us, honks three times fast. Wyatt ignores them and
keeps slow-driving on the shoulder.

We can’t be going more than a few kilometers an hour now. I have one
hand curled around the door handle, but I’'m staring back at him. It’s a
stalemate. One of us has to blink first. We both know it’ll be me. Wyatt
won’t ever simmer down, pull a U-turn, and drive me home. The stinging in
my mouth intensifies.

Sometimes, life gets super clear. Tonight, it’s like that. Crystal like my
favorite lake, the one where I’ve gone swimming a thousand times, the one
where my uncles fish, where my mom sits beading in the shade, pretending
the tragedies she once spent all night listening to at the 911 dispatch—the
drinking and driving, the overdoses, the suicides—haven’t altered her on a
fundamental level. For a Métis woman without a high school diploma, the
night shift at the dispatch was the best paying job she could get. That’s clear
to me too. Why she did it, why she suffered through it all. For us, her
family.



Here, now, either I’'m slipping out of this boy’s vehicle and onto the
shoulder of the highway, or while something explodes on-screen, I'll be
down on my knees choking. In the pool, when I lose control of the ball, I
dig my nails into my palms out of frustration. The crisp bite of half-moons
centers me. The door swings wide, its hinges screeching. I release my seat
belt and grab my leather bag with the good fringe from the floorboards.

Unlike my ancient truck, a moment later, a sensor kicks in. Beep, beep,
beep.

I don’t wait for it to sound off again.

I jump.
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Chapter 3
June 18

RED: Usually, raspberry. Grainy and lightly sweet. Seeds in.
The key is to balance the sugar with the sour. So the mixture
is somehow both. Riding that line means you’ve made a
proper Michif Red.

Four days after Wyatt stormed off and I walked home like I used to when I

was hiding my family from everyone in town, suddenly we’re high school
graduates. In my bedroom, in the back corner of the farmhouse basement, I
change out of my deep-blue ribbon skirt into skinny jeans and a Black Lives
Matter tee. I hang Mom’s original-design deer-hide-backed earrings on the
wall display Maurice crafted for me out of old chicken wire and reclaimed
wood. Next to the earrings the braid of sweetgrass Dom gifted me curls
gently, one end wrapped in leather, the other in purple yarn. At the edge of
the display hangs the silverwork choker I don’t wear anymore but can’t
seem to give away. I drape my graduation cap over it. I glance at my dry
swimsuit, folded on top of my dresser, itching to change into it and drive to
the pool. But I’ve missed free swim for the day.

Tomorrow, I can practice tomorrow.

My bedroom door is closed, so my mom doesn’t see me jump—as if the
choker is proof she’s caught me lying again—when she hollers, “Hey, Lou,
you can mope over that boy, or you can be useful! Which are you going to
choose?”

She’s dragging plastic bins upstairs. It’s not really about the heavy
lifting. She only wants to spend a little more time with me before she starts
her epic road trip. The first summer we’ll be apart in our whole lives. Her
star needs to circle another sun, and I’m ready too. High school is over. I’'m
an adult, legally and otherwise. I close my door behind me, pushing the
choker out of my mind to heft up a bin. “These are loaded down!”

“Can’t weigh more than a tub of ice cream and you haul those fine,” my
mom says, carrying her bin toward the stairs. I follow. When she cracks a
knuckle against the handrail, she curses loudly. We emerge directly into the



kitchen, as if when the farmhouse was built the basement stairs were an
afterthought. She rushes to the sink, to run cold water over her hand. My
mom and I only moved here three and a half years ago, but this place is
filled with our presence. My swimsuits drying out on the line. The Lego
dinosaur kit Maurice thrifted on the kitchen shelf surrounded by Dom’s
recipe books. My mom’s beads, on hanks, all over the house.

This is the place we’ve lived the longest. She knows I’m safe here with
my uncles, that she can take time to heal. She started beading one weekend
after Maurice uncharacteristically left his supplies out before heading to
Edmonton. It had been a particularly bad night at the 911 dispatch. She said
she couldn’t sleep with those violent images in her head, and she needed to
replace the pattern. She’s been beading ever since.

Outside, a truck pulls up the drive. I don’t have to peek over the sink
through the kitchen window to know there’s a cloud of gravel dust slowly
settling. Dom’s home. My uncle’s footsteps fall hard, so I have a bit of time
to adjust my face before he joins us. Dom’s an empath. He senses
everything—even the things you don’t want him to. And since the big lie,
he’s always watching.

The scent of hand-rolled cigarettes wafts into the kitchen. He’s wearing
his nice shirt and dress pants, but since the graduation ceremony ended, he’s
ditched his traditional finger-woven sash somewhere. I say ditched. But
Dom, he wouldn’t do that. It’s probably hanging nicely in his closet, the
colors bright against the rest of his neutral-heavy wardrobe.

“Taanishi, yaence,” he says, greeting me, before switching over to
English. Dom is trying to keep Michif, the language of our people, alive. So
he uses bits and pieces every day, especially at the house. “Sample my new
flavor yet? It’s in the freezer.”

Sometimes I speak to Dom only with my eyebrows. Mustard ice cream
is never going to fly. It doesn’t matter if mustard is a local herb. Or if
whomever this secret person Dom’s been going picking with loves the rich
color of the finished product. This is the new man’s influence. But Dom
won’t tell us a thing about him.

Secrets, it seems, are different than lies.

Life is easier now. Being able to catch a lift with one of my uncles even
when they’re decked out in beaded bolo ties, not insisting to be dropped off
around the corner. In the early days living here, it was such work keeping
all my lies from tangling into an impossible knot.



It was cosmic fate, like the end of the dinosaurs, that eventually my lies
would implode.

Dom drops a stack of papers on the kitchen table my great-great-
moushoum made with his hands out in one of the barns that we’ve long
since torn down. When Dom spots my mom at the sink, still running cold
water over her knuckle, he tucks the rest—today’s mail—under his arm.
Turning, he walks out of the kitchen and down the long hallway to his
bedroom, but I notice exactly what he’s trying to hide.

Another letter from Victim Services.

“Anything for me?” Mom asks, hovering over the sink.

From down the hall, Dom’s voice carries. “Nope.”

These arrive a couple times a year. Notices on parole hearings, mostly.
Requests to update Victim Impact Statements. Dom handles all of it, even if
it’s my mom’s name—Louisa Norquay—on the envelopes. But this one is
off-season. I can’t quite figure out what it contains. Still, if it’s important,
Dom will tell us.

A fly is beating itself against the big window above the sink. I scoot
next to my mom and shoo it outside. For days now, not one of us has
bothered to do the dishes. Maurice, the one who cares about keeping things
relatively tidy, is out of town. I brush crumbs from my quick lunch onto the
floor. Once it gets dark, the dogs will be happy to find a treat. That’s when I
notice it, on top of Dom’s stack of stuff, all color coded and printed on the
heavy paper he usually reserves for important business documents.

A new schedule.

It’s not Wyatt’s name that throws me. When he became my ex I figured
he’d probably still put an apron on for the summer and scoop. As he walked
the stage this morning, I closed my eyes, and when I collected that rolled-up
piece of paper everyone pretends is your diploma, I forced myself not to
even glance at his row. My everything hurts from leaping from his Range
Rover. My ego still smarts after walking home.

Instead, King Nathan’s name lodges in my throat. I choke on nothing
but air.

King’s back.

That’s unexpected. After the way he left.

My throat’s dry, itchy. I pour a glass of iced tea into my happy dinosaur
mug, a thrift-store find I bought long after King disappeared.

11:00 a.m.: Lou, Wyatt, and King.



The silverwork choker won’t leave me alone today. If I were braver, I’d
get rid of it—and all the memories of lying to King too. How I deflected:
when he came to the farm on a service call with his dad, I’d drag him to the
hayloft immediately. How I hid anything that even suggested my family
might not be prairie settler stock when Dr. Nathan and King joined us for
dinner that first time. How I pleaded embarrassment, how I kept my uncles,
still so anxious that Mom and I would leave, behaving exactly how I
wanted them to when King was around. After all, it’s not just Native men
who wear their hair long, and Dom sometimes performs that crunchy
granola vibe—with his obsession for local, local, local when it comes to the
Creamery.

The choker, that’s where the lie seeded itself. Dom gave me money to
buy something, a no-reason gift, after my first Christmas at the farm. A few
days before I started at the high school, my mom dropped me at the mall.
This glamorous Dene Tha’ woman, down from Bushe River for the
weekend, was selling jewelry at a table. And fourteen-year-old me fell in
love with the delicate silver and the milky pink stones.

The fifth time I walked by and stared, the woman said, “Try it on.”

“I don’t have enough.”

“Try it on,” she insisted.

I liked it because it was Native but not so loud as all the stuff my uncles
wanted me to wear. I liked it because it was Native but didn’t have to be. It
wasn’t forcing an identity on me or forcing me to be seen as Indigenous in
the place where my mom was hurt so badly. And that made so much sense
when we moved back to the town where I was born, the town we’d been
running away from for years, that I slipped on the necklace and into the lie
at the same time.

We’d never been the kind of people to celebrate our heritage, me and
Mom. We downplayed it so we could rent a decent apartment, or we
ignored it, hoping the world would ignore us—until we moved in with my
uncles.

In the kitchen, my mom juts her chin at me. “What’s that face for?”

I stare at the schedule, and King Nathan’s name. “You don’t know?”

It’s too early for dinner, but Dom returns and begins riffling through the
fridge. It’s fend-for-yourself night. With Maurice in the city visiting his ex-
wife and daughter, and Mom preparing to leave the day after tomorrow for



her summer selling Louisa’s Fancy Beads across the powwow circuit, no
one wants to make an effort to cook.

“Hey, why is King Nathan on the schedule for the shack?”

Dom’s finding the last clean bowl, quick-washing a spoon, and digging
into leftover stew, almost at the same time. He’s like that, moving too fast,
always, always in motion. “Oh, you found it, eh?”

“Clearly.”

“I hired him.”

“Why?”

My uncle shrugs.

Mom claims the spoon from her brother. She fakes a gag. “Too much
pepper.”

“Just the right amount of pepper.”

These two bicker. It’s almost always good-natured. You can disagree but
still love. That’s easy to see here. They grew up together, shared the back
bedroom until nouhkom died. We don’t talk about it: Dom, he was a kid,
but somehow, he understood what my mom needed when she was newly
sixteen and hospitalized for weeks, recovering. When she was sixteen and
pregnant with me.

Only months after I arrived in this world, we left town like Mom was
being chased by one of those big, black dogs Maurice sometimes whispers
about—Rougarou. I never believed anything was chasing us. But when
Mom told me a little about what happened to her, I understood better why
she couldn’t stay. Now, I understand why she needs to go. She didn’t share
911 calls often. What ended up in the local newspaper was squeezed into
facts, and what happened to bodies, to the heart, the rest of us got to forget.
Mom carried those stories, holding callers while the worst day of their life
was happening.

“Focus, you two. King Nathan, why’s he on the schedule?”

“Dr. Nathan did me a big favor. And he asked. What could I say,
yaence?”

“You might have asked her,” my mom offers.

I let Dom see my eyebrows spike. “What she said.”

Mom laughs, but changes gears. “It’ll keep a body between you and that
ex-boyfriend.”

I snort.



“Whaaaaat?” Uncle Dom’s a gossip. “You broke up with Wyatt? Or,
ouch! Did he break it off with you?”

“I ended things.”

“Why?”

These days, I hate lying to my family. After I bought the necklace, I
pretended to be fully white. Told people my mom was Catholic Ukrainian if
they pressed me, never let anyone but King visit the farm, and that was
under controlled conditions. Ignored my uncles, my mom, in public. It was
safest that way. But I wore that choker every day so at least when Dom
asked me why I wasn’t wearing the moccasins he’d gifted me, I could
shrug, point to my necklace, and remind him about the Dene Tha’ woman.

She sold me the choker for thirty-five dollars instead of fifty and told
me to wear it and think of my ancestors. I guess she could tell.

But with Wyatt, what can I truthfully say? I’m frigid and he’s all
hormones-on-fire, the exact opposite? It’s strange living inside my body.
Where holding hands doesn’t do anything. Where lips against lips—and
tongue—feel wet and chapped and gross. I sigh—and this isn’t acting—
because I truly don’t know where to start except to wonder if my beginning
might have soured something essential. And, in this house, we don’t talk
about what happened to my mom at sixteen.

So I lie. “He . . . he’s sort of boring.”

This time, Dom laughs. “Yeah, high school boys, we can’t blame them,
can we, if they’re a little one-note. They’re brewing, in the process of
becoming.”

“Wyatt’s a high school graduate now.” I face Dom. “And he’s still . . .
bland.”

Mom walks toward the fridge, but she stops behind me to run her hands
through my hair. “It’s only been a couple hours, daughter. Growth takes
time.”

My scalp tingles under her fingers. “But is it actually possible to grow a
personality?”

Dom places his empty bowl in the sink with a clatter. “Well, maybe
you’ll find he gets mighty interesting when you spend all summer in the
shack with him. There’s not much room back there.”

“Unlikely.”

Both Mom and Dom leave it.



I don’t know how in the world they bought that lie. Wyatt’s the last
person you’d call boring. He’s extra. And he’s been over to dinner enough
in the past few months that the whole family’s gotten to know him. He
makes them laugh.

He made me laugh. Most of the time.

Mom quits playing with my hair. She glares at her brother pointedly.
“Help me load the truck, would you?”

“We’re going to miss you,” Dom says, clasping his sister on the back,
giving her one of those awkward side-hugs. He doesn’t want her to go. But
they both select a bin and leave me alone.

I set the kettle to brew. This time, I’ll drink something hot and sweet
and hope it drowns out the bitter. At school, my friends, especially King,
bought my lies: I tan well. My mom travels for work. I can’t have anyone
over. I don’t have a culture. Laugh-laugh. And I kept lying. Even when
King told me all these really hard things, how everyone in town, his friends,
his teachers, would comment on how much darker he was than his dad—
like there’s acceptable Black and too Black—how he missed his mom, how
he worried about her and her sobriety, working it alone in Toronto. How he
was sure his writing would never be good enough.

Eventually, I traded the choker for a silver cross on a long chain, and
people stopped asking where I was from, really. 1 had friends like King. No
one treated me badly—or at least worse than any other girl. Even if my
Native classmates looked at me funny, even if they knew my uncles and
were among the few who could make a direct connection between my
uncles and me, they weren’t going to out me. They might have wanted to be
white sometimes too. Or maybe they were ashamed of me.

One time, while my mom was beading the vamps for a pair of mocs, she
called Wyatt handsome when she thought I wasn’t listening. But right after,
this stormy look possessed her and I sort of knew what she was trying to tell
me. Mom’s hair is pin straight. Her eyes are this pretty brown, same as both
my uncles, same as my nouhkom are in photos.

But Wyatt’s eyes are a muddy blue. Like mine. If I had to bet on it, if I
bothered to dig up the newspaper articles, if I wanted to find out for certain,
I think, that’s exactly what color eyes the man who raped my mother has
too.

The kettle begins its high-pitched whistle.

I let it echo, and revel, very quietly, in its tiny scream.
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Chapter 4
June 19

RED: Sometimes, strawberry. The little wild ones. Not
underripe, not over. Where this recipe can go wrong is
strawberries can run the risk of being expected, of being
compared to something store-bought. To elevate the flavor
profile, add lemon and basil.

I'm lugging this week’s batch of Yellow out of the insulated box in my

truck bed—a creamy blend Dom says will remind customers of dandelion
wine—when I catch sight of King Nathan. His shoulders are still wide, but
he’s a half foot taller. Six one or six two in his tan boots. His hair has
grown. It’s not the tight fade he used to prefer. Now, it’s more like a little
halo. His long-sleeve shirt is untucked, the top few buttons open. In no
time, those sleeves are going to be covered in the flavors of the week.

“Hey,” he says, his back to the tangle of overgrown trees behind the
shack.

I nod. Because what else do you say when you haven’t seen someone in
three years? In the age of social media. When they left without a goodbye.
When they left after you burned it all down with your lies.

It wasn’t a little fire. This one raged. It might yet smolder.

He approaches to help, hefting another batch onto his shoulder. His head
is cocked to the side, so he doesn’t freeze against the tub. Smart move. But
King was never without smarts. In this town, when he found trouble, he
always had his reasons.

“So you’re back.”

It’s not a question, but King Nathan, yeah, he answers it to make sure I
know this situation is only temporary. “For the summer.”

“You going to talk about where you’ve been?”

“No,” King says hard, but he smiles. It culls the bite—a smidge.

A crow in one of the trees caws down at us. And I think, yeah, yeah, I
know. This is weird. King was my first friend here, when I showed up in the
middle of ninth grade, brand-new to a town where most everyone had



known each other since birth. He saw me in the hallway, leaning against my
locker, wearing a ball cap and hoodie inside. Told me the hat and bunnyhug
—the ridiculous local term for a hooded sweatshirt—were dress code
violations. Peeling off the layers, I made a mess of my hair and he laughed
quietly. He offered his locker mirror so I could fix up my look before
homeroom. Inside, his locker was stacked with nonschool books: Ian
Williams, Téa Mutonji, Natasha Ramoutar, Dionne Brand. He asked if I had
anyone to have lunch with—invited me to join him.

Our end arrived fast and furious, like a sparkler burning out. Right now,
right here, I can’t dive deeper into that pool. Not while rushing to get ice
cream into the freezers before it thaws. Not when I catch the thumping bass
from Wyatt’s Range Rover. It clashes with the country song blaring from
the speakers—but that’s Wyatt. He rolls onto the lot way too fast, like he
always does, swerving close to the picnic tables, flicking gravel at me and
King. The crow takes off, spooked.

“Is that who I think?” King’s tone is unreadable. At least to me.

“Yep,” I say.

“Is he still a bit of a dick? Funny but a dick?”

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Or to tell King everything, like we’re
still friends. The only safe thing to do is nod.

We stand in silence as Wyatt climbs out of his vehicle. He’s wearing
expensive jeans. He doesn’t let silly things like work sideswipe his style.
Doesn’t let silly words like no get in the way of what he wants. My ankle
aches, weighed down by the ice cream. The urge to slap him sparks along
my palm, radiating down my fingers. But hitting people isn’t my style. I
don’t claw or do violence, even underwater where the ref can’t see. Maybe I
used to, out of water, for a while after King left. This new version of me,
she plays entirely aboveboard. In the pool and on dry land.

The old King was friendly. This one, he’s clad in shiny new armor—
when over the in-between years I’ve finally managed to peel most of mine
away.

This is a bad idea. Wyatt, King, and me working together. But I can’t
stop it. The kindling’s already catching.

While they clasp hands and do their guy thing, I form a resolution. I
won’t play along like nothing went down. I won’t make it a big deal either.
But I don’t have to let Wyatt off.



“Lou, you didn’t tell me the King himself was back,” Wyatt hollers,
though I’m close enough yelling isn’t required.

To unlock the heavy wooden boards that will lift up, creating our
storefront, I climb on top of the freezer. From outside, King latches them
easily. “She didn’t know.”

Wyatt stares at us as we work. “Black man of mystery, that’s what you
are!”

It’s always like this with Wyatt and his friends: they idealize Blackness
as the coolest and smash what they’ve taken into their upscale-country-boy
swagger. And then they expect King to perform something that’s not King
but rather this TV stereotype for them. Even if he’s not going to let me get
close to him again, and I can’t blame him for that, I won’t let this bad
behavior stand.

“What’s wrong with you?” I ask Wyatt from my perch on the freezer.
He doesn’t get it, laughs at me, like I’'m the one playing the fool. Like he
didn’t call me his Native girlfriend, over and over again—emphasis on
Native, not girlfriend. “Why do you have to point out he’s Black? Why
can’t he just be a man of mystery?”

Wyatt, he shrugs.

“It doesn’t bother me,” King says, staring at me. “Black isn’t a bad
word, Lou.”

It’s a scold.

Even though he told me how sick he was of the people in this town
asking him to perform for them. But because it’s me, he won’t own up to it.
Or maybe since he’s been gone, he’s changed in some fundamental way.

I have.

It’s fair King has too.

Oblivious to the undercurrent, Wyatt untucks his shirt, quietly mirroring
King. “I’d pay good money to have hair like yours, for, like, a night. The
girls would be nonstop into it.”

It’s Wyatt who hasn’t changed, can’t seem to care that he hasn’t grown.
After that speech, he does the unthinkable: reaches his skinny arm out as if
to rub at King’s hair, like he’s a pet.

“Man,” King says, “don’t,” throwing a hand up in the air. It’s not a
threat, only a move forcing Wyatt to step back. And before Wyatt can do
anything else, King deflects, “There’s more in the truck that needs to get in
the freezer.”



I’m glad because it stops me from having to tell my ex to get to work.
While I might be part of the family who owns this business, the four of us
working this summer, we’re supposed to be equals. That’s important to
Dom.

King steps close, leans in the serving window, and deadpans, “The
caucasity.” He smiles at me, big, wide. Even though he moved to the big
city, he didn’t fix his teeth. Something he swore to me he’d never do, full of
pride in his own self, before things between us went bad.

Without thinking, I grin back at him. Maybe I’'m seeing King all wrong
too. But still I wish he’d called out my ex properly.

We don’t have time for much more than stocking the freezers before the
first customers roll up. I throw Wyatt an apron and he smiles like he used
to, before I agreed to be his girlfriend. When he was simply charming and
paying lots of attention to someone no one else really bothered with. Mostly
because the rest of my classmates had been burned by my lies too. Little
ones, but they’d observed the fallout from the bigger fires. Before Florence
moved here, only Tyler, one of the bused-in rez girls, wanted anything to do
with me—and even that friendship couldn’t last, went up in smoke.

King plugs his iPhone into the aux cable attached to the old radio.
Electronic synth-pop explodes, like cotton candy, sweet and empty and
wonderful. It reminds me of the first musician we discovered together. Ria
Mae. For weeks, she was all we listened to.

Our customers, mostly teens, begin to dance. Wyatt, watching them,
tries out a few moves. Awkward and wrong. Last night’s lie sits badly.
Wyatt isn’t boring. He throws everything he has at the people around him,
hoping something will land a response. King caves first. I'd forgotten how
he laughs, all uninhibited, mouth open so that his front-teeth gap is on full
display, his nose flaring, eyes pinched almost closed. He laughs with his
whole body. If he’s wearing armor, it’s not rigid. When he isn’t paying
attention, I study him, searching for the soft, friendly, funny person I used
to know.

My chest relaxes a bit. It’s finally, finally summer. Yet inside the shack
it’s still winter musty, and underneath my laughter, I’'m full of quiet rage.

A little after four in the afternoon, the parking lot empties. The highway
traffic simmers down low. Even the crows are silent. King sits on the prep
counter, his legs long enough to reach the floor. He’s fiddling with his



iPhone, checking his messages or something. “Where’s the Honeypot? I
didn’t see it when I drove up.”

The PopSocket on his basic black case says I CAN’T BREATHE, and 1
know someone around here will call him out for being political, like he’s
stirring shit. If it’s Wyatt, I’ll reconsider hitting him.

“Not here yet.” I'm leaning over the freezer, making a list of what to
restock. The first day’s always great for sales.

“I’ll take a stroll, then.”

“Watch out for those pesky drop bears,” Wyatt says, snacking on his
free cone. He dug into the sample batch of mustard with a what could go
wrong attitude.

That joke, he’s been playing it for months, after he heard it in a bad
movie. Nobody but his buddies finds it funny.

King blows air from between his lips, raises a hand in a mock salute
before he disappears. I’'m wishing for customers. For so many customers
that my ex and I can’t manage anything but work.

But, of course, no one saves me.

I refuse to face him. If I don’t catch sight of his blue eyes or remember
what it’s like to spend all day laughing because Wyatt’s ridiculous, I will
survive this.

“You won’t maybe reconsider?” Wyatt asks.

My sore ankle throbs in sync with the song. “Nope.”

“We had a good thing, you have to admit. A real good thing. I gave you
a social life, and you—"

This is when King returns. He knows he’s walked into something
because Wyatt shuts up and I fiddle with the cash machine, my cheeks hot.

King hovers in the doorway. “Okay. We gonna talk about this?”

“No,” Wyatt and I say at the same time.

“Louder music?”

“Please,” I say to Wyatt’s “Yes, man.”

Even after more customers arrive, we don’t get back to that rhythm, that
happy-enough space. By talking about it, Wyatt’s ruined everything. The
whole summer. To escape my ex and this new King I can’t quite figure out,
I check on the backup generator three times. But every time I do it’s set to
auto and the fuel indicator points to full. Five minutes before our shift ends,
I’m counting cash into a deposit bag.



Out by the picnic tables, Wyatt pretends to clean. He’s talking to a table
of our old classmates, all low-cut tank tops and shorts that barely cover
their butts. He’s laughing too loud. He’s leaning in close, brushing Alice’s
sister’s bare shoulder, again and again.

“You jealous?” King asks from behind me and I jump. “Wow, wound
tight, eh?”

I don’t say anything. But I stare him down.

“So I’m guessing at most of the story . . . but you two had a thing?”

“Extra emphasis on the past tense, please.”

“You still seem—"

“Mad.”

“You said it,” he says. But he’s smiling.

“Short story, okay? The very censored version. Tuesday, that one picked
me up at the farm to go see a movie. We had a fight over something I’m
never telling you about—so don’t ask—and then he drove off, leaving me
on the side of the highway.”

King’s eyebrows shoot up high. But he doesn’t speak. Whatever he’s
thinking—good, bad, or ugly—he’s holding his cards tight. Nothing like
how we used to be, when I was the liar and he was wide open, vulnerable.

“It’s not the kind of thing you can fix. We’re not . . . compatible.”

“Fair.”

Outside, they’re having a good time. They’re laughing, all full of
bravado.

“I’m sorry if it’s making things weird.”

King glances at his phone again. “I think things are going to be weird
for a while, Lou.”

I return to counting bills. Empty the tip jar—trying not to stare at the
Albertosaurus sticker—and split the contents three ways. I push a blue bill
from the register and a loonie across the counter toward King. “It’s not
much.”

“Your uncles pay us more than minimum wage, and I’ve got an
academic scholarship to the University of Toronto in the fall. So I’'m not
super worried about tips.” He’s proud of himself—it comes through in
every word.

“Wow. Congrats.” I’'m happy for him. A little jealous. But I push happy
to the top. “English and writing, right?”

“Yeah, that hasn’t changed.”



We hear Wyatt approaching. “Hey, people I work with. Can I take off?
Elise and her bunch have plans. First the liquor store, then a partaaaay.”

King defers to me.

I shrug. “Sure, yeah, we’re almost done.”

“I won’t make it a habit, promise,” Wyatt says, but before I can even
offer him his tips, he’s gone. Through the serving window, I catch him
lifting Alice’s sister off the ground like there’s a fire somewhere. She
squeals. Out on the highway, on the shoulder, but not in the lot, the same
white SUV from last weekend idles. I can make out the plate: FREED.
We’re open, like we said we would be, but they aren’t buying.

King bumps me in the shoulder with one of his elbows. “So, you’re still
into dinosaurs.”

From my very first viewing of The Land Before Time, and its sequels, I
was obsessed. The box set of DVDs Mom found secondhand and wrapped
for my sixth birthday, I still treasure them, still watch them sometimes.
King doesn’t mention that the sticker on the tip jar was something he
slipped into my locker after our grade-nine science teacher recommended
me for a really cool opportunity at the Royal Tyrrell Museum. And he
wouldn’t know how my obsession has only grown the closer I’ve gotten to
university—where I can properly study the massive beings who walked this
land long before me. “Some things don’t change.”

The white SUV takes off, pulling a U-turn, and I'm flooded with a bitter
taste. Wyatt’s gone. I should feel better. I try to sweeten myself the best way
I know how. I dig into a spoonful of the Red and savor it.

“You’re still for Calgary?”

The unspoken words . . . like we planned. Back then, that’s how I knew
I’d made a friend; we schemed for months into the future, things like
concerts and shopping trips to the cities. We had plans for after graduation,
which, back then, was forever away.

“No. The University of Alberta.” I fiddle around at the sink, cleaning
errant scoopers. “Calgary has a grad program I like though.”

King grabs a drying towel because he’s not one to stand around empty-
handed. “You’ll get in.”

I can’t see his eyes. Can’t see if he’s playing me. What I thought was
armor, maybe’s it’s only a new layer of city polish, the kind that glosses
over sincerity. It’s shiny, but hard.

And then he asks, “Are we good?”



“Yes,” 1 say. “You must have had your reasons for leaving without a
goodbye.”

King laughs at me. “Well, that’s nice to hear. But I meant for the shack.
For my shift.”

With still-wet hands, I pull at my ponytail to tighten it. And then I
ramble, “I’m going to restock tonight because it’s way cooler than trying to
get this done when the sun is at full height. But you can totally—"

“You want some help?”

Does he mean it? But I’d be lying if I said I wanted to spend my first
Sunday night as a high school graduate hefting frozen tubs alone.

I’d be lying. I’d be lying to King. Again.

I level my voice. “Yes, please.”

“I wasn’t really vibing with keeping my dad company while he sits in
his boxers and rewatches Caribbean Premier League cricket games he
recorded on VHS years back for the second night in a row. He knows how
these games end. Where’s the drama?”

King follows me to the truck.

“If you come over to the farm, my family’s going to make you stay for
food, and you won’t get to leave until you’ve played pinochle.”

King doesn’t even blink. “I’m counting on your ma having a can of
veggie chili in the pantry.”

I volley a warning back at him. “It’s probably expired.”

Inside the truck, King doesn’t ask, just starts fiddling with the radio as
soon as he settles onto the long bench like he used to do. “Don’t even. Your
ma restocked as soon as she heard I was gracing you all with my presence
for the summer.”

I laugh quietly and remember how even when it wasn’t easy, when I
was lying to everyone, it was easy being friends with King—right up until it
wasn’t.
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Chapter 5
June 20

ORANGE: Classically, Michif Orange is made with the
skunkbush berry, also known as the sourberry. It’s sticky,
fuzzy, and extremely tart, so this recipe uses more sugar than
most. Variants include lemonade sourberry and sourberry
orange. Fun fact: while the sourberry bush looks like poison
oak, it’s totally, completely harmless.

The crows are quiet today as I park the truck in the lot. My hair is heavy

and wet, my whole body tired. Since my mom first got it into her head that I
should be a star, water polo has been my escape—but the sport claimed me
too. The water is home in a way nowhere else has been, at least until we
moved in with my uncles. Mom made sure there was a community pool
nearby every new house and we had money for lessons. And in every
library, I could find books on dinosaurs—even if they were outdated—and
on just-because cake days, we’d always check out the dino-shaped pans.

Florence waits, perched on top of a picnic table, her feet dangling over
the edge. Her hair has dried into her signature curls. It’s this all-natural
glamorous look here on the prairies, but back home, in Ireland, she says
everyone looks like her.

“I know, I know. I overslept.” She holds out an Iced Capp. “I forgot to
set my alarm and last night the lads talked me into one too many. And, well,
you know, my head is killing. It’s not like I could have managed to actually
swim. But point being, it will never happen again,” she finishes with a huff.

I swirl the straw in the frothy drink. “It’s okay.”

She pushes herself off the table to follow me and the excuses don’t stop.
“We only arrived home yesterday afternoon, you know. And I texted. Saw
Wyatt with a younger blonde. Ellie? Elory?”

“Elise,” I say.

Florence doesn’t remember what else she texted. Or if she does, she
can’t quite say it. She promised, cross her tarnished heart, hope to die young



and beautiful, that she’d join me at the pool. But I know her promises don’t
always hold true.

“What happened, Louie? I only left town for a night. I didn’t even go
anywhere good. The parents wanted to visit Saskatoon this time! It’s no
Dublin.” She runs out of steam.

It’s still novel to Florence, how our town sits on the border of two
provinces: making it half of one thing, half of another. I unlock the big front
windows. Florence helps. Today, we have the day free of Wyatt—he’s
thankfully not on the schedule—so it seems okay to talk here. At least, until
King arrives. “He was pressuring me. Like, Flo, he couldn’t wait. At all.”

“That’s shite.” Her hands are on her hips. “Want me to rough him up for
you, pet?”

“He’s not in today.”

“He called off sick already? His second shift?”

“New schedule.” I dig her copy out of my leather bag with the good
fringe and pass it over, admiring her orange nails.

“No way,” she says when she reads the printout. But she steps closer
and hugs me tight, her arms bony but strong.

When King pulls into the lot and backs his dad’s forest-green Subaru
next to my truck, I nod against her soft cardigan—alpaca or sheep’s wool—
something she didn’t buy locally. “Yep.”

King stretches, his plain white tee pulling up a little too high.

“He’s a stunner.” Florence sighs.

When I don’t answer right away, she elbows me. She’s seen pictures of
fifteen-year-old King. Now, he’s grown. Aesthetically, yes, he is beautiful.
But physical beauty, for me, shows up in what others would call flaws: his
slightly rounded body, his gapped teeth.

“Right, Lou? You must see it. You have eyes.” Florence’s long-distance
girlfriend lives in Ireland, but Flo is very bi.

I’m trying to decide if I tell Florence the truth about this morning, her
behavior lately. She shouldn’t get away easy as this—with an iced coffee
and a hug. She’s unreliable. She’s easily distracted. She doesn’t mean to be:
it’s all symptoms. At Florence’s highest highs she’s impulsive, at her lowest
lows, basically unreachable. She’s my best friend, but there’s no balance.
And no time for another argument, for more excuses. King’s stepping into
the shack like he owns it, and Florence introduces herself, handshake and



all. “My dad’s in radio, my mom’s an engineer. Relocated here partway
through eleventh grade. Lou is my BFF now, but if you’re lucky I'll share.”

“King,” he says. “I know who you are. I’ve caught your photos on
Lou’s Insta.”

I don’t even have time to enjoy King’s admission that he’s been scoping
me out. That he might not be as chilly as I thought. That we might need
time to figure each other out again. A horn sounds twice. This morning, it’s
not customers arriving first, but the guy delivering the port-a-potty.

Florence passes me an apron and then extends one to King. She touches
his hand when she does. “We’re going to have loads of fun this summer.
Try and stop us.”

There’s nothing subtle about Florence and normally I adore that. Today,
it’s wearing on me. Maybe it’s that throwing a bright yellow ball into an
empty net is work. And this morning it hit me: all this laboring might not be
enough to earn me a spot on the competitive team at the University of
Alberta. “I’ll get it,” I say, and slip out, still clutching the apron.

The driver’s new—mnot the guy from last year. After he unloads the
portable bathroom, he hands over the delivery notice. He stares at my chest.
“What’s your shirt mean?”

I’'m wearing my “Not Today, Colonizer” tee. “Inside joke,” I say,
shoving the invoice into my pocket.

“You must think I’'m dumb,” the driver says. “I’m not.” His smirk is
mean.

It was always easier talking to people like this man when I was
pretending to be white. They didn’t notice me. And I didn’t provoke them. I
shake my head, like no, you’ve misunderstood me, and glance toward
Florence and King. They’re close by. But they’re not paying attention.

All the driver does is narrow his eyes and bark a rough laugh. “It’s
called the right of conquest, girl. Done and done and done.”

Every time I wear this tee, I’'m flooded with adrenaline. The urge to run.
To fight. Someone else would stop wearing it. But I can’t. I’d be giving in.
Giving up. Turning my back on my family—again.

The driver leaves the caustic burn of exhaust in the air.

Inside the shack, Florence’s hand is on King’s bicep, and she’s
describing the tattoo she’ll get with her summer pay, sketching it out with
her fingertips. They’re standing close and whispering like they’re
conspiring. Or worse, like they’re flirting. And for a minute, the old King is



back. He was always fully focused on his friends and so easy to talk to
because he gave all his energy to his conversations. I used to be granted
that.

They’re still completely absorbed in each other when a busload of kids
from the local summer program runs for the shack, and Tyler, their leader,
orders the children to form a nice line.

“Okay, here’s a little bit of hell,” Florence says. “Trouble, and not the
good kind.”

King laughs. “Ty and I, we went to kindergarten together.”

For a moment, I imagine what Tyler might have been like at six. A little
Nehiyaw terror. Now, she’s all red eyeliner and ink. MMIWG?2S surrounded
by a sweetgrass braid on her right clavicle is my favorite of the bunch. I
held her hand while the needle worked.

Tyler doesn’t walk, she stalks, slow and precise. She never makes a
move that isn’t deliberate. Today, she’s throwing a McIntosh apple up in the
air. Throwing and catching. She takes a big bite, exposing the white flesh,
and chews.

One of the kids whines, “Auntie Tyler, I need to pee.”

Florence laughs darkly. It’s like she worries I’1l leave her for Tyler. It’s a
one-sided rivalry because Ty doesn’t care. All I say is, “The port-a-potty
arrived. Just in time.”

“Honeypot,” King corrects me.

I ignore him. But secretly I’'m thrilled he still cares about words, about
finding the precise one.

Florence takes over. “Okay, pets, I recommend the Red, but if you know
you’re a little boring, just settle for the Blue. Stay away from Green—it’s a
gross, adult flavor even grown-ups don’t enjoy.”

The kids listening in laugh. King does too, not very quietly. Tyler’s
black hair blows in the breeze, but she only rolls her eyes. She doesn’t find
Florence amusing.

We begin to scoop. Ten minutes into the process, my combination water
polo/scooping arm cramps up. It’s possible I wasn’t as much practicing as
exorcising bad energies this morning. Now I’m paying for it.

I switch arms, accidentally elbowing King low in the ribs. He steps as
far away from me as he can get while still doing his job.

“Oh dear, take a break.” Florence forcibly removes the scoop from my
hand and pushes me toward the door.



The line is dwindling now.

A half-eaten apple sits on the closest picnic table, white flesh exposed
all along one side. Tyler holds out a baggie with all the kids’ change in it.
“The Red is good.”

“I’ll tell Dom.” I’m listening for the crows, listening to the Kkids,
because I’m not sure what else to say.

“How’s your mom?” Tyler asks, not letting me get away with silence.
“I’m addicted to her designs.”

“She’s fine.”

Her gaze drops to the half-eaten apple. “I only wanted to say hi, cuz. We
don’t see you around much anymore.”

It’s a dig. She means the Friendship Center. I used to volunteer there.
We answered phones, did odd jobs, tutored drop-in students, and we’d hang
after our shifts. “I’m swimming a lot now. School, university apps. Life got
busy.”

It’s true enough. Still, it tastes like a lie. Now, I’m staring at the apple
too. As if it’s a message. When I needed to break away, Tyler let me go easy
enough—but maybe she’s not over it.

“Relax,” she says. “We miss you is all.” Before I return to work, Tyler
gestures at Florence. “Watch that one, eh. She’s getting herself in deep.”

I’'m shaking my head before I realize it. They don’t get along. Could
never be friends. I steady myself. But it’s not like Tyler to waste words. Or
to expend energy on jealousy. Since Mom decided she was really leaving, I
haven’t been watching Florence as closely. Instead, I’ve been cataloging the
dark circles under my mom’s eyes.

Still, Tyler telling me what I should already know, Tyler telling me my
business, when we don’t talk anymore, it bites—almost as much as her half-
eaten apple does when I try to interpret what it means.

And out by the road, past the bus, a white SUV is parked. It’s far
enough ahead that I can only just make out the license plate. FREED. When
the bus drives off, all first-gear loud, the white SUV follows. In the shack,
Florence and King are laughing again, the way I used to laugh with King—
and I’m wishing Homer were here, next to me, vigilant, his eyes on the
people I care about, barking to warn us of the dangers that lurk all around,
even deep inside ourselves.
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Chapter 6
June 21

ORANGE: The least popular flavor in ice cream, but one of
the most popular sorbets. There’s no explaining this fact. It
just is. Sit with it.

It’s too early. I’ve slept too little. I grab yesterday’s swim bag from the

floorboard of the truck. When the smell hits me, it’s bad. Like stagnant
waters. But trying to squish all of me into a damp suit will be worse. With
Mom gone, no one reminds me to do the things I forget. Like dry my stuff.

Last night, my uncles talked in restrained whispers until well after
midnight. Sound travels in an old house. The three main-floor bedrooms are
taken. The winter we moved in, after Maurice got tired of seeing my
mattress in the corner of the basement, he framed me a room, hung drywall.
Feet overhead have become easy enough to ignore. Words filter through,
but not whole sentences. Cant keep . . . Expensive . . . Organic . . .
Debts . . .

The community pool’s sliding doors open with a swoosh. At his desk,
the receptionist waves. I scan my pass, and he says, “You’re late.”

“I know!”

“Just kidding, whoa. Have a good workout.”

In the change room, I catch myself in the mirror. I’'m wearing a skimpy
tank top with a bralette. The things I sleep in. When I realized I’d snoozed
through my alarm, I scrambled out of bed and inhaled minty toothpaste. I
don’t have a clean shirt or an actual bra. As I fold myself into the wet suit,
my body is all extra fat. Cut high on my hips, it makes me look wider than I
am. Most mornings only me and a few seniors who swim patient, calm laps
after their breakfasts are around.

And I’m thankful.

Today, out on the tiled deck, I’m not alone.

If it were Florence, I’d high-five her and get us in the water. I’d buy a
lottery ticket, something I never do even though I’'m eighteen now and it’s
legal, if it were my mom. I remember slowly: she can’t be here, she’s gone.



I don’t know what to do with King Nathan.

“Morning,” he says, perched on the pool’s edge, his feet lost somewhere
in the salty teal water.

“Um, hi.”

“I’m not stalking you or anything. I like to swim.”

I nod, wetting my goggles in a hurry. “You really didn’t used to.”

“My ma got me into it.”

If he’s talking about his mom, things can’t be that weird between us. So
I’m brave. “Actually, I didn’t think you could swim.”

“Racist,” he says with a smile.

“No, seriously. You wouldn’t go into the lake farther than the top of
your suit when we were hanging with your cousins that time. You literally
told me you could not swim. And only went in deeper the night we were . . .
drinking,” I say, in lieu of skinny-dipping, which we were also doing one
early summer weekend back in the day.

“So I couldn’t. ... But now I can. And I like it.”

“You’re such a jerk.”

He slips all the way in, grinning at me from under his swim cap.

We occupy lanes next to each other, and while I count laps, I’m paying
attention to King. How he’s got pretty good form. How he’s taller than me. I
push harder to keep firmly ahead. After all, swimming is my thing. The old
King wouldn’t have ever taken up the sport. Something about alligators and
other predators waiting in the waters.

When I’'m done—ten extra laps than usual—King’s at the water
fountain, drinking. “So, Florence tells me you’re in training and she’s a bad
trainer.”

“Florence is definitely not my trainer.”

“You ought to tell her.”

“Safer not to,” I say, pulling myself out of the water. I try not to think
about my hips. Or the fact that the last time King saw me in a swimsuit I
weighed at least twenty pounds less.

“Well, I’'m happy to stand in the net. In the shallow end,” he says
emphatically. “If you want to throw your ball at someone.”

It’s what Florence would be doing, if she weren’t in bed—hungover, or
depressed—or at her desk, manic, researching all the places she’ll visit next
year. He’s sweet to offer. Yet King’s Toronto shine is back in full form. As



if he could take it or leave it, body language all aloof, even with his swim
shorts inelegantly plastered to his thighs.

I walk toward the equipment room, trying hard not to fix my bottoms. If
I do, it’ll draw attention to something I really don’t want him paying any
mind to. “Actually, I’d love that.”

He follows behind me. “Cool.”

We work out, not speaking more than we need to, until the toddlers
arrive. Upstairs, there’s a glassed-in viewing area for parents to watch while
their children learn how to float, how to stick their faces in the water. I have
a hard time imagining King as a beginner, but we all start somewhere. With
swimming, it’s this.

As we return the net to the equipment room, he says, “I’m starved. Want
to grab some breakfast before our shift? Wyatt’s opening, right?”

Water runs down my braid in a line, pooling on the gray deck. “I
shouldn’t.”

“I’ll pay, if that’s it.”

“I can’t.”

“I owe you,” he says, employing his charm. “When I left, I think it was
my turn.”

He’s trying and I need to try too. I owe it to him, but I owe it to myself
just as much. “Look, King, I want to.” Kids funnel out of the equipment
room, pushing between us. “And you’re right. You totally owe me a meal at
the diner, but I left the house on autopilot this morning, without a dry T-
shirt. I’'m not going to breakfast in my wet swimsuit.”

His eyebrows climb. “Honestly?”

That word bites. I aim for level when I say, “Yes. By the time I make it
home, change, and drive back into town, it’ll be closer to lunch. And you’re
starved.”

He shrugs carefully, as if I have the power to hurt him again.

“I have an extra. In my bag.” He points toward the men’s locker room.
“It doesn’t feature a pithy statement about a social justice cause. But it’s
yours, if you want.”

He’s big enough so it’1l fit.

King’s all hyperfocused, watching me. Like I’'m rebuking his attempt to
triage our friendship, and so I circle my head around, my braid throwing off
water, wondering if I should tell him I don’t have underwear either. I settle



on that being too much truth this early in the day. And maybe between King
and me, too much truth ever. “Fine. Okay.”

“I’ll get it for you.” He disappears briefly. When he returns, he hands
me another of his plain white V-necks. “Take your time.”

Today, I unbraid my hair to wash it. Once it’s clean, I knot it on top of
my head, dressing quickly. My bralette is black, and this tee is just thin
enough that my outfit can only be called a very bold fashion statement. I tie
the extra fabric at my waist and shimmy back into my sleep shorts.

They’re pink with a silky ribbon tied in a bow.

I peer in the full-length mirror and roll my eyes. I’'m glad it’s Florence’s
day off. She would go hard over this look. She’d laugh so long, she’d cry. I
wouldn’t blame her one bit.

In the lobby, King’s waiting, his gym bag hooked over a shoulder, an
Afro comb stuck in his hair. Back in the day, he never used to be so carefree
about his hair. It was always tight and perfectly done before he left the
house. Now, he’s comfortable in his own skin. I never noticed that perfect
was a kind of shell at fifteen, a way of blending in as much as he could.

“Wow. You really did not bring anything.”

“Told you.”

He stares at my shorts. At the pink bow. “You want to go home? I can
wait—if I down a granola bar or two.”

“Let’s eat.”

“You positive?”

I don’t answer, just walk toward the exit. “Yours or mine?”

He nods over at his dad’s Subaru. “I can drive.”

As we head through town, we don’t talk. When we pass an empty lot,
right off the main road, both King and I avert our gaze. Now, it’s only low-
level rubble and shards of weathered glass. For fun, people smash bottles
against the concrete. Still, the roadside sign stands tall out in front of the
mess: O’Reilly’s. Ever since that night, when I pass this place, I taste
smoke. It doesn’t matter if the air is clear, fresh; for me, it’s acrid. With
King beside me, I swallow the bad taste and begin picking at my ragged
cuticles. But I stop myself. I curl my hands into tight fists. If Florence sees
this as a tell, so will King—eventually. He doesn’t miss a thing and never
used to shy away from hard talks or hard truths.

A block later, I relax. The diner’s parking lot is full but we find a spot
next to the vape shop at the strip mall. Not that long ago, I sat on their fake



leather couch with Tyler for hours. Florence isn’t entirely wrong. Ty and
me, we sort of ran around stirring up hell. After King left. Losing friends is
a habit of mine. A habit as bad as lying. Part of me wonders if Florence is
next. If I push her too far, if I notice out loud how hard she’s been
struggling. I wipe my palms on my shorts, shimmying them down my
thighs at the same time.

Inside the diner is all chrome, the decor reclaimed from the 1950s. The
coffee and food is cheap and good. At the far end of the counter, Tyler’s
baby sister, Cami, wears a frilly pink apron and aggressive winged eyeliner.
She’s fifteen and has this massive smile but doesn’t show it much. She’s a
bit sullen. I try not to take it personally. The two of them lost their mother,
violently, and that’s not something you get over. She arranges new stock,
earrings on a sale rack, while she waits for the “order up” call. They’re my
mom’s.

King and I flip our coffee cups on the red-checkered countertop. Our
server fills them without asking and King loads his with sugar.

I say what I’m thinking out loud: “That hasn’t changed.”

“Never will,” he promises. “Coffee beans are real bitter.”

The bell above the front door rings and a pack of white guys I graduated
with rolls in. Wyatt’s friends. Marcus and Doyle. Some others. They join a
table in the back, pulling out their chairs roughly, making their presence
known by reminding the world how big they are.

I pick up my mug and sip. Someone’s kid screams. A table of seniors
laugh. Marcus, Doyle, and their buddies keep one-upping each other and
yelling “Bro, no!” or “Yeah, bro, yeah!” The cook flips a pancake, bacon
sizzles, a toaster pops, and one of the servers, she’s singing along to “Billie
Jean.” This is my favorite place in town, and I haven’t been here, not since
King left.

King stares at me, waiting. He must have said something. “I was asking
about that program, the one at the Tyrrell. Did you get accepted a second
time?”

Our food arrives. Eggs and bacon and carbs and butter for me.
Everything minus the meat for King. I dig into my eggs. “I did.”

He covers his with hot sauce. That hasn’t changed either.

“But the scholarship they offered wasn’t enough,” I say between bites. I
claim the hot sauce from him to douse my eggs too. Another thing I haven’t
done in a long while.



Two weeks at the Royal Tyrrell Museum, working alongside their lead
paleontologist, was my high school dream. But no way could I let half a
year’s university tuition plus room and board go toward a glorified science
camp—even at the Royal Tyrrell. Instead, last fall, T visited the public-
facing displays with Florence and her parents. I wandered around in awe,
tried not to regret anything.

“Lou, I hate that for you.”

I change the conversation, to avoid the sting of missing out on
something I wanted but couldn’t have, to avoid his compassion when I’m
not sure I deserve it. Even after all that went down between us, King can
still dig deep into his well and care about what I wanted for myself and
never got to have. “Did you like Toronto? I mean, do you like it in
Toronto?”

“Yeah,” he says all low-key. Calls it the 6ix, but makes sure I know
while it sounds exactly like the number, it’s spelled different. Between bites
he tells me about the city’s vibe. Drops a little into the language he uses
there, that he doesn’t use here: flexing hard on Queen West and eating at
poutineries, the ones that stay open until four a.m., with the broskis, about
fake IDs and dancing, sweating in the club, about scooping his sister from
her Scarborough foster home and treating her to Blue Jays games, way, way
up in the nosebleed section. He calls it the SkyDome even though it was
corporatized before we were born. King believes strongly in what things
should be called.

He doesn’t mention his Toronto friends. And I don’t ask. Even if part of
me worries that his whole speech was another performance—studded with
slang that no one here will get without an explainer. But he’s letting me in,
talking about his sister. “She’s what? Fourteen?”

“Thirteen. And sweet and smart and so fucking angry.”

“I mean . . . relatable content.”

King laughs like I've made a joke, but I'm serious. I remember twelve,
my constantly flaring nostrils. And thirteen, the way I’d cut anyone off, not
let them speak to stop them from hurting me. At fourteen, I started grinding
my teeth. It got better for a little while, and then after King left, worsened
again. I’m not angry anymore. Not like that. I can’t afford to seethe—Ilike
Tyler. After a night of flame, anger can burn out. Anger can simmer under
the surface, waiting, too.



The server drops off the check and King swipes it, extracts a few bills
from his folded brown leather wallet. We’ve been in the diner for over two
hours. Talking almost like we did when we used to be friends. Maybe this,
what we’re doing now, is a new shot at friendship. I don’t want to ask him,
won’t ruin it. I smile to myself and jump off the high-back bar stool. Even if
the anger is waiting, this, right now, is nice. I’m full, and the kind of tired
that comes after a good workout. I practiced for real today. I ate at the diner.
And I’m hanging out with King, getting to know him again, without active
lies hindering us. But in this town, this brand of happiness can’t last. Maybe
your anger comes for you. Maybe it’s something else.

Between King and me, the fallout, the betrayal, remains alive. It has its
own heartbeat. It lives in the hesitations, lives in the things King didn’t tell
me about his Toronto life: the people he left behind when he came here for
the summer, the ones who miss him, the ones he’s been missing back. The
ones he’s always checking his texts for.

On our way out, weaving between tables, I hear a voice I shouldn’t. Not
here. Not now. In a corner booth, Wyatt emphasizes some point with a bae,
and then swoops in and locks lips with Elise.

I inhale loud. King notices. He scrambles to pull the schedule up on his
phone like this is his fault. “I swear we were both in at noon.”

“We are,” I say, stalking toward Wyatt’s booth. I clear my throat, but
that doesn’t force them to pull their faces apart. Elise’s hands are buried in
his greasy hair and it looks like she’s into it, but I remember eight days ago
when that was me and his tongue was a boiled fish in my mouth. “Hey!
Hey, you two!”

Wyatt extracts himself. “Oh, sheeeeet.”

“Yeah.”

The excuses flow. “I swear I forgot, and then we’d already ordered and
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“Enjoy your day off,” I say.

“Lou, don’t be like that,” Wyatt counters.

I hold one hand up in the air, and it works. He shuts up. Behind me, at
the counter, Doyle and Marcus are cashing out. They laugh loudly at some
bro-this comment, flinging a couple of quarters in Cami’s direction as a tip.

Hours later, we’re closing the shack. With a washcloth in hand, King, who’s
been friendly and funny like the old days all day, blasts me with a serious



look. When he says, “It’s really none of my business,” my stomach drops.

We’ve been getting along so well. I try for trust. I have to be strong
enough to handle his honesty. It was always the thing I admired most, even
while I was lying to him, to everyone, constantly. “Go on.”

“Are you planning on letting your uncles in on Wyatt’s big miss today?”

I shrug—a little, sharp gesture. While I tell my uncles a lot more than I
used to, I don’t have to tell them everything. “We handled things.”

King exhales, in the way that, even back in the day, meant someone had
disappointed him. Had failed to live up to his super-high standards. I grind
my molars to stay quiet. I thought we were making progress. I thought
wrong. When King unplugs his iPhone from the aux cable, I say something
like “See you tomorrow,” and he asks, “Are you hiking to the pool to get
your truck?”

I close my eyes when his gaze intensifies into something much too
much. I’ve managed to disappoint him again—already. I start at my cuticles
but force myself to quit.

In the Subaru, the music means we don’t need to talk. There’s no traffic
on the highway but we’re stopped at every red light. And we say nothing.
We really are strangers after all. Three years is a very long time.

Still, part of me wants to tell him how last week I walked home almost
all the way from town on a bad ankle, to hear what he’d say. King would
have all the technical words to describe Wyatt’s bad behavior and he’d care.
But King doesn’t know. No one does—except Wyatt, who found a
replacement for me so fast. She seems to like his fish lips.

I’m going to have to learn to swim in these new waters.

Once we’re safely parked next to my truck, I grab for the door handle
and say, “Good night—" at the same time as King says, “Look.”

He points at the sky. Little explosions rocket off in the distance. “What
do you think they’re celebrating?” he asks.

“That they’re still alive, still breathing. Or they’ve been drinking and
everything, including playing with explosives, sounds like a good idea right
now.”

He laughs wide enough for me to get a glimpse of his teeth. “Good
night, Lou.”

“Night,” I say over my shoulder, clutching my gym bag. “I’ll wash the
shirt later this week.”

“Keep it. It looks good on you.”



My cheeks throb. Waving awkwardly, I climb up into my truck. The
night air is cool and almost smells like rain is coming. I dig into my bag of
wet things, searching for my lip balm, wondering if it’s just rained here or if
the storm is still on its way, when I discover a letter. It’s in a plain envelope,
Louisa written on the outside in blue ink. My mom’s name. But she’s gone,
and this isn’t my mom’s gym bag. I tear into it.
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THE FIRST LETTER

Dear Louisa,

We’ve not met. There’s not been a clear avenue of approach until
recently. It’s a winding story, and one the courts believe I hold blame for.
You’ve heard your mother’s spin, her understanding, no doubt. What I want
to tell you—father to daughter—it’s not about her. It’s about us. There was
an incident in the prison, a year and a half after you were birthed, where a
man died by my hand. My sentence was extended indefinitely. You have to
understand what being caged is like. What eliminating man’s God-given
freedoms does to strong, proud males.

You and I. We have the right to meet each other. I have the right to mold
you into a woman—Iike any father does. We’ve had too much time taken
from us already. Louisa, as your father, the time has come for me to step
into that role. We’ll arrange a time and place to meet.

Yours,

Peter England

780-555-0356
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Chapter 7
June 21

ORANGE: Generally, a hard color to create without
poisonous dyes. Since we don’t use anything like that, I’1l
share a trick. You think of turmeric for yellows, I know, but
turmeric will bring out the color you’re seeking. Just don’t
use too much. A tablespoon is plenty. Any more and you’re
making turmeric ice cream—which we might try someday.
But not today.

Under the community pool’s parking lot lights, my hands shake. A second

page slips from behind the letter. It’s a copy of my birth certificate. On the
line for father, Peter England has written his name in confident all caps. My
insides thicken and then there’s pressure. I haven’t eaten since breakfast,
but that doesn’t matter. I fling the truck door open wide and lean out,
gagging. This is worse than that freezer-aisle grocery-store smell, worse
than Wyatt’s cologne.

I lean too far, slip from the bench and tumble to the ground. Palms and
knees dig into the rough pavement. I gag again. Nothing comes up. The
pressure intensifies. Acid burns in my throat, my fire seeping out.

The do-not-contact order has been in place since before I was born. But
it ends the day he’s released. It’s something I’ve always known.

For him to write me . . .

Now I do vomit.

What my mom told me: Peter England, he’s as white as they come. Old,
old settler stock. She knew him. They didn’t travel in the same circles. He
attended the Catholic school. And one night, out on the land, at a bush
party, he tried to convince her to go off with him. He flirted. They’d both
been drinking. She said no. She didn’t want him. He left. She hung with her
friends. But her friends evaporated, one by one. To fill up their drinks. To
chase warm bodies. And when she was alone, he returned. He’d been
drinking. He asked again. She said no. When he hit her across the face, she
tumbled to the ground. His breath tasted like rye. He hit her again. When



she woke with underwear missing, her jaw was broken, she was alone—
covered in bites from mosquitoes and black flies, bruised, unable to do
much more than crawl to the road.

She crawled a kilometer or more.

A local farmer found her first. He was riding his tractor between fields.
He said he’d call an ambulance. And he must have. But he left her there.
Bleeding and broken like she was an animal.

He left her there.

He just left her.

I wipe at my mouth with the back of my hand. When my stomach settles
into a stone, I brush fine dirt and blood from my knees. I shove the papers
into my bag with my wet things and drive home like I’ve forgotten how, at
night, deer cross this road in droves and if you don’t watch the shoulder for
their glowing eyes, you’re risking your life and theirs. I can’t care. I can’t.
I’m reckless.

Beneath the sting of stomach acid, under all that burn, I taste smoke. It’s
up in my hair, like it was the night I stood next to Tyler in the back alley of
O’Reilly’s, watching, watching as flames took hold.

I rip onto our dirt road. The wheels spin out for a second before I let off the
gas. Maurice will lecture me if he isn’t plugged into his headphones.
Something about grading the road. Something about what it costs to fix
mistakes. I’m lucky that while Maurice is composing, he’s not quite in this
world, listening to the old songs, laying them in new arrangements, like my
mom is when she beads. Unlike Maurice, Dom won’t berate me. He
remembers what it’s like to be young here. But he will ask what’s wrong.
And that’s equally horrible. Telling him about the letter in my swim bag
will lead us nowhere good. Telling him will lead my family to break apart,
to splinter—and my mom will suffer most. Strange laughter bubbles up
from my stone stomach. I’'m happy, for the first time, truly happy, my
mom’s gone.

If he’s free. If she knew. If she ran into him at the grocery store. If she
had to face him, she’d run, again.

It’s for the best, her being gone. It’s for the best, keeping secrets like
this.

I rub at my eyes, using the half-ruined-from-age truck mirror to
investigate the damage. Swollen, all puffed up, and what mascara I



managed to put on after swimming has run in goth-girl-gone-bad streaks
down my face.

If I could sleep in the truck tonight, I would.

But my uncles will come fetch me if they catch me out here too long.
Something about responsibility to their sister, to me, their kin. I wipe my
eyes the best I can on my gross swim towel, staining it permanently.

In the mudroom, I kick off my flip-flops. One lands in the middle of the
pathway. The other smacks against the far wall.

My uncles aren’t eating or playing cards. They don’t look up when I
enter the kitchen. They’re arguing.

“You’re not letting me express—”

“You’re expressing yourself fine, Maurice.”

“Then you’re—"

They finally hear my footfalls and stop.

Instead of dropping my bag in the mudroom, grabbing some tea, and
checking the fridge for leftovers, I’'m waving at my uncles with one raised
hand and pushing through our crowded kitchen to the far corner in a hurry.
The basement stairs are my escape. My uncles let me pass without
comment. No Taanishi, yaence. No How was business today? And as soon
as I’m clear, they resume their fight, quieter with a witness in the house.

At the very bottom of the stairwell, I’'m breathing carefully so they
won’t know I’m listening.

“We’re swamped and we can’t wait to see how Louisa does. She’ll lose
most of her profits on gasoline and motels anyhow—you know it. She’s
doing this for herself, not for the family, which should tell you all you need
to know. We can’t wait to see if your ice cream saves us this year. We must
decide soon.”

After everything she’s done for me, she’s allowed to be selfish. She’s
allowed to take care of herself. Still, she’s my mom. Mine. And I want to be
selfish too, want her here to run her fingers through my hair and to sit with
me on the porch, sitting, saying nothing, as much as I’'m glad she’s gone.
Her text to me today: I had the best bison burger just now—so juicy. Tell
me my brothers are feeding you well?

Upstairs, Dom says something I can’t make out, all hard consonants. It
could be Michif. More likely it’s English, and I’'m too far away from the
conversation to understand words shaped by anger.

Everything falls silent.



I’'m waiting for Maurice to push onward, but he refuses.

Soon, it’s chairs grating against the floor. Soon, it’s dishes being
cleaned, a little roughly. Soon, Maurice travels down the hall. His
equipment turns on, and a few fiddle notes blare out before he connects his
headphones and disappears. Soon, even Dom extinguishes the light and
steps onto the covered porch to smoke his hand-rolled cigarettes. Soon, I’'m
in my bedroom, ripping my earrings out. I’'m riffling through my bag to
reread the letter.

Blue ink bleeds across the page like a wound.

Dear Louisa,

We’ve not met. . . . I am your father. . . . Peter England.

My eyes burn. He can’t be out. He can’t be. He can’t. Perched on the
edge of my bed, I dig through my bag for my phone. It’s like I’ve
disappeared. Sunk down under the weight of what I know, and I’'m waiting
at the bottom of the pool to be rescued. But no one is coming.

My phone is damp. The screen doesn’t respond to my touch. Using the
long blade from my Swiss Army knife as a pry tool, I crack the case open
and wipe the moisture away on my sheets. Then I open my text message
chain with Wyatt—quiet since the day of the breakup, when we were joking
about sneaking into the theater and not buying tickets at all—and I type.

Did you...?
Tell me you did it.
Immediately those three little dots appear.
What you talking about bae?
The letter.
Wait. I don’t get it. ???

Fury slips into my body. It runs along my veins, pumped forward with
each heartbeat—and then it jumps the fire control line. He’s out. He’s really
out. They released him. I pull my hair from its messy bun, ripping out a
handful of strands at the end, when the tie won’t come loose.

Wyatt’s name pops up on my screen again: Lou, what’s the punch
line? What’s the joke?

I launch my phone across the room. Something cracks.

For a while, curled on my bed, my knees drawn to my chest, I open and
close my hands, forming powerful fists, stopping myself with will alone not
to see if I have the strength to punch holes in the drywall that surrounds me.

I fall asleep wearing King’s T-shirt.
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Chapter 8
June 22

YELLOW: They tend toward the mellow. Dandelion wine or
golden currant. We blended a white peach recipe once, but
that wasn’t local and honestly, didn’t seem to fit, at least for
us. That said, yellows can be shocking too. When they
manage this, they force us to reevaluate softer flavors and
that’s utterly powerful. All life exists on a spectrum, after all.

After knocking three times, Maurice leans into my room. “You not well,

Lou? I have wild-mint tea I can brew? Or licorice?”

I sit up, my legs tangled in a pile of blankets, like I’ve been flutter
kicking in my sleep. “W-what time . . . is it?”

“You’ve got twenty minutes to dress and drive to the shack, eh?” He
nods in his way, slow and without meaning much more than he’s here and
he’s listening. “Unless you’re unwell and then I can ring up Florence and
request she subs in.”

I shoo him out. “I’m good. Really. Thanks for waking me.”

As soon as the door is closed, I’'m running a brush through my hair
painfully fast, settling on another messy bun, switching over to underwear,
to my favorite thrifted linen skirt, all while wearing King’s T-shirt.
Eventually, I have to change. Put on a proper bra. I grab a tee out of the pile
at the end of my bed, clean clothes I haven’t put away yet, reach for it
because it’s yellow and bright. It’s from a local Students Against Drinking
and Driving chapter’s fundraiser: Students Do It Sober!

When [ arrive at the shack, barely in time for my shift, Wyatt is
scooping alone. He waves at me, all carefree smile and too-long hair.

I reach for my phone. I will sit out here and text until the clock says it’s
exactly noon. Hairbrush, hair elastics, wallet, and two handfuls of candies
from the diner are all scattered along the bottom of my leather bag with the
good fringe, alongside three pens. But there’s no phone. Then I remember
throwing it across my bedroom—hearing the crack. I slept hard, but I don’t



feel like I did, sitting in the sun, knowing Peter England isn’t locked up
anymore.

I squeeze past Wyatt and start working without a word. If someone
wants a Red or Orange or Yellow, I point and let them order from him.
Today, I’'m serving the darker colors. Today, I’'m in the mood for oregano.
So I recommend it to everyone.

“It’s spicy and fresh and really unique. Care for a sample?”

“Sure, yeah,” a customer says. “Who turns down free sweets?”

Wyatt butts in. “But really, the Red is better this week. Why would you
want spicy ice cream?”

“I’ll try that too.”

Wyatt rushes to fetch a mini bamboo spoon, knocking a scoop off the
ledge.

“Oh, wow,” the customer says. “You’re right. This is . . . Wow. I don’t
need to try anything else. Two scoops of Red, bro. Great recommendation.”

I pick up the scoop, wash it, seething inside. Customers show up, in
ones and twos and fours, well into the afternoon. When King arrives, he
plugs his music in automatically—today, it’s old-school R&B, his hair
newly fashioned in little twists—and takes over the cash. It’s hard to get
used to him with anything other than a tight fade. Before his mom left, she
used to do his hair, didn’t trust anyone else in town—I’ve listened to King’s
stories about having to sit perfectly still for hours, while his mom
multitasked, the forever dramatic story lines of Passions in the background.
After, without his mom around, it was easier to keep things simple. But this
isn’t simple—and I can’t help but wonder if King is reacting to what Wyatt
said that first day, if he’s showing Wyatt that no, this cannot be copied, and
King won’t quietly fall back into the spot Wyatt and his buddies carved out
for him in kindergarten.

The ice-cream-sample battles rage on even with King present. We don’t
draw blood, but we’re vicious. After I lose another and audibly say, “Fuck
off, Wyatt,” King, always the peacemaker, the one to deflate a tense
situation, lays both hands on my shoulders and gently navigates me over to
the worn stool so we can shift places.

I huff, removing my eco-decomposable food-prep gloves.

King leans close, his breath warm against my ear. “Now, I don’t want to
tell you your business. But I think I have to or you’ll end up kissing him
again. Or killing him right here in this shack.”



My eyes widen. I pivot to face him. “This isn’t one of your stories,
King.”

He smirks. “Enemies-to-lovers is a popular trope for a reason. It
happens.”

“It’s not happening here. But I’ll knock him on the head with an ice-
cream scoop if it will up the drama,” I say a little louder.

Wyatt throws up both hands in surrender. “We were having fun. Weren’t
we?”

King doesn’t give up, attempts again to keep the peace: “It takes a level
of chill to serve ice cream on a hot day. Get me?”

“He’s—”

“I know,” King says, and returns to tidying things while Wyatt excuses
himself to smoke his silly vape pen on one of the picnic tables. “But, Lou,
you’re behaving badly too.”

My cheeks burn. He’s right. I’'m acting like a child. Maybe I’m acting
like Peter England’s child. No, no—I’m acting like I did when I ran with
Tyler. I furtively check my hair for lingering smoke. While it’s quiet, I shift
bigger bills from their slot to under the cash tray. Without a workout this
morning, I’m wound tight. I won’t get what I want if I don’t work for it, and
that makes this feeling worse. Like sleeping is self-sabotage.

After the dinner rush, Elise’s boring sedan glides into the parking lot.
She lingers at the closest picnic table. Wyatt delivers her samples, absconds
from the shack every few minutes. When he finally scoops a massive Red
sorbet for his new girlfriend, I snap. “Seriously?”

“Christ, Lou, take it out of my tips.”

“You know free ice cream is for staff only.”

“I said I’ll pay. What else do you want?”

“Most people do that before they consume the product.”

King leans against the counter between us. He taps his thigh in time
with the music.

“Lay off the jealousy. It’s not hot. And it’s not an ice cream, it’s a
flipping sorbet,” Wyatt says, and storms off.

“Feel better?” King asks once he’s gone.

I want to lie so badly. But King is the one person who won’t forgive me
if these little lies build up. “Not at all.”

“And I’m sorry for that. But he’s right about one thing. You can’t have
it both ways. Either you’re dating him or, to borrow a Wyatt-ism, you



ain’t.”

“That’s not even the problem,” 1 say, and regret it. I don’t want to get
into this with King. Especially not here. Wyatt’s a few meters away, happily
flirting with his girlfriend.

But I can’t lie. Won’t lie. There’s got to be another way out.

Peter England’s out, a little voice in my head echoes. Out, out. 1 fall
quiet. “Please, King, can we drop this?”

He exhales harder than usual. But then shrugs and lets it go.

Wyatt abandons his tips again, leaving with Elise, who has the nerve to
come up to me alone at the door—not the window—before they do. “Hey,
I’m sorry. Do you want me to pay?”

“Your boyfriend’s got you covered,” I say.

“Cool.” She smiles. She’s just finished tenth grade. She’s a baby. Only
last year, she had braces. Now her teeth are perfect—Ilike Wyatt’s. “For the
record, in the future, I’'ll pay. I don’t want there to be anything weird
between us. Or Wyatt and you. I know it’s not great seeing him with—"

“Please, it’s not even.” A little part of me wants to warn her, to suggest
she run now, before he’s ordering her to jump from a moving vehicle.
Another part of me can’t get involved in Wyatt’s business.

“You’re sure?”

I lie: “Totally.”

Even though I don’t want him back, don’t want what he wants, I'm all
boiling water, all screaming inside the kettle walls watching him be a fool
for someone else. I wish, really wish, it were okay to do it like we did when
we were kids. Throw a fit, kick and wail, and then pick yourself up again,
move on with your day.

Instead, as we close shop, I clean, washcloth in hand, while my mind
runs this in a hard loop: He’s out. Out. Out, out.

In the parking lot, King only says, “See you, then,” and leaves.

And I hate myself, standing alone for ten minutes, while mosquitoes
swarm, bite into my skin, wishing he’d asked if I wanted to hang, wishing
Wyatt would stop flaunting it, wishing Florence would quit texting at five
a.m. promising she’ll be at the pool by six. All impossible things. Wishing I
didn’t care about any of them.

But one thing sticks from today. King isn’t holding back from telling me
the big truths anymore. And if I spend all my energy on my ex, I’m going to



burn out, and everything I’'m working for this summer will be that much
harder.

At home, the lights are on. The kitchen table is strewn with paperwork.
Bills and legal documents. My uncles shuffle around somewhere in the
basement. They were deep into it last night.

I pull up the first invoice. Vet fees for the cows.

Dr. Cornell Nathan.

Under it, another. For the dogs—shots and yearly checkups.

Dr. Cornell Nathan.

Under that one, a bill for repairs to the production freezers after they
failed a month ago. We lost our early stock and had to do major retrofitting.
It was expensive. Like we-needed-another-small-business-loan expensive.

Under that one, an invoice for my truck’s water pump—something I
told Maurice I'd figure out myself because how-to videos exist and my
labor would be free—but he refused. Three hundred and sixty dollars owed
to Sadie’s Automotive Repair.

When my uncles’ footsteps reach the bottom of the stairwell, I rearrange
the papers in a perfect stack and bury my nose in the fridge.

“There’s hamburger soup on the middle shelf,” Maurice says when he
sees me. “And some fresh bread care of that one to go with it.”

Dom elbows me. “I’ll get it out.”

He’s out. Out, out.

“I’m not letting you microwave this. Sit, sit.”

I do. In my chair, at a table covered with bills no one is talking about.
At least not today, not now that I’'m home. It’s a weird realization, that my
uncles, that my mom, they have a whole life that keeps going while I’'m not
with them. I wonder what my mom’s doing right now. The thought swells
like a blackfly bite. Hot, swollen, itchy. Today, she’s only texted love yous
and bison emoji.

He’s out. Out, out.

Maurice notices my eyes wandering and hurries to clean up. “I was
filing these. They certainly do not belong on the table where we eat.”

Lies.

Dom, from the stove top, where he’s heating up the whole vat of soup,
asks, in that forever meddling tone of his, “So, yaence, how’s King Nathan
working out?”



“We should be talking about Wyatt Thomas.”

Or Peter England. But I can’t. This life I've been building, it comes
apart as soon as I mention his name to my uncles, to my mom. As soon as
they know, everything will change. All that pain my mom has carried from
move to move, it will be reborn.

“That bad?” Maurice asks, carefully returning the bills to a worn brown
accordion folder.

He can’t know what I’m thinking. Can’t read minds.

“Oh, that one, he has a new girlfriend and she hangs around a lot and
he’s getting sloppy.”

“Already?” Dom says, carrying my soup.

It doesn’t matter if he means Elise or Wyatt’s ridiculous work ethic. It
just doesn’t matter, so I nod.

This time Dom uses his eyebrows to talk.

The aroma of soup, and Dom’s tobacco, are delicious. The only thing
missing is my mom. Sitting on her chair, beading or laughing, or both. I dig
into the meal. Add more pepper and a dash of hot sauce. He’s out. Out, out.

“Let me know if I need to have a talk with that boy,” Maurice says,
kissing me on the forehead before excusing himself. He carries the
accordion folder away with him.

Dom passes me a thick slice of rustic bread. “Seriously, though, how’s
King doing?”

“Great,” I say, my mouth full of soup.

“Doesn’t sound like I should believe you.”

“I’m eating!”

“Excuses, excuses,” he says.

“Really, he’s . . . great.”

Dom sits next to me, in my mom’s chair. “But?”

Out. Out, out.

“It’s just I thought we were learning how to be friends again and today,
it felt off. Weird.”

The bread, some recipe from a book Dom bought at the Goodwill, is
slightly sour and fully crusty. It drinks up the broth without falling apart.
It’s heaven, for someone who failed to eat anything but two granola bars for
breakfast, and whose lunch was a double scoop of Indigo. I rise from my
chair to cut another slice.

“You know he called here this morning. Early hours.”



“Who?” T ask, because suddenly I’'m worried we’re talking about Wyatt
again. Or worse, Peter England. Because he’s out.

Dom says, “King,” like it’s totally obvious.

I swallow hard. “What for?”

“To make sure you were alive. You stood him up for swim practice?”

“Oh.”

“He said you weren’t answering your phone. I checked but you were
asleep, snoring a little. It was super seukrii.”

I raise my eyebrows at the “sweet” comment.

“So I left you there.”

Out, out.

“I forgot my cell at home today. It was probably on silent. Maybe that’s
why I missed my alarm?”

“Sure you aren’t coming down with it? Maurice told me he found you
curled up like a hibernating bear at almost noon o’clock. That’s not like
you.”

I reclaim my seat.

“The soup will help,” Dom says, patting me on the shoulder. “You know
what? I think King wants to be your friend again. And you two need to
agree you’re going to talk about things like this. Talk even when it
feels . . .”—Dom throws up scare quotes—“weird.”

“Talking to him is both the easiest thing and really, really hard.”

“I know, Lou.”

“He’s always waiting for me to lie to him.”

Dom’s face still falls when he remembers those lies. But he recovers
fast. “Well, you did tell him a few good ones back in the old days.”

I nod slowly, chewing the bread. Out, out.

“I’m in the production studio all tomorrow, so I should get some sleep.
Plus, Dr. Nathan is looking at the cows again. Mooreen and a few others
seem . . . off.” Dom places the lid back on the soup, readying it to return to
the fridge after it cools. “Oh, and your mom called. She’s in Lethbridge for
another night, then she’s off to Montana. After that, it’ll be Wi-Fi calls only
—she wanted me to remind you. She sounds . . . happy.”

Worry roots in Dom’s eyes—probably the cows. Some days, his whole
heart belongs to those animals.

“Love you, Dom.”

“In Michif.”



“Keesha kee taen.”

“Same,” he says, and walks down the hall. Soon the shower begins to
run.

It’s right, keeping this secret from my family. I abandon my dirty bowl
and race downstairs, taking the steps two at a time, to find my phone.
Screen’s cracked, but it’s not too bad. A jagged line across one corner.
Battery’s low, but not so low I can’t go cordless. Changing into pajamas—
King’s T-shirt and a pair of shorts—I sit on the covered porch, my legs
tucked underneath me.

Twenty missed text messages from an unknown number. A 416 area
code. I look it up: Toronto.

I’m at the pool.

Still here.

You all right?

Maybe you stayed in bed.

That’s fine.

Calling your house, to check. Making sure you’re alive.

All of them just like this.

I text back.

Slept in, left my phone at home, literally a mess. Thanks
for checking on me. But—real question?—why didn’t
you say anything?

He answers immediately:

Seemed like you were having a hard enough time.

Something relaxes. Just melts. My stomach is full, my phone is okay
enough, and King was waiting at the pool for me. I banish all thoughts of
anything but this. I can be selfish. He’s out. That might be fact. But I won’t
contact Peter England. I won’t answer him. At all. And that’s how I’ll move
on. How I’ll keep my mom safe.

My phone vibrates in my hand. I smile.

Without my adding to it.
I sort of got the feeling you were upset with me.
Well, if I was, it wasn’t really with you.

Three little dots.

I wait.

And wait.

Eventually this pops up:



Okay, I was cheesed. With the you I thought I was
dealing with. The old version. I didn’t want to give you
the chance to lie to me. So I was preemptively in a
mood? Maybe?

It’s fair enough.

What are you doing right now?
Nothing.
Come over and we can talk to the cows in the hayloft.
They probably won’t recognize your voice, though, so
you know.
Prepare yourself.
Three little dots.
I don’t think I’ll cry.
Okay, I might cry.
Bring tissues.
LOL.
Fifteen minutes.

I wait on the porch for King’s headlights to swing into the drive.

He’s out. Trying to reach for me, to claim me. My mind flashes to the
white SUV, the one lingering about the shack. And I worry Peter England’s
already too close. It’s exactly loud enough, that vanity plate. The kind of
thing a man like him would do. Part of me worries I’'m paranoid—that if I
had a mirror, I’d reflect my mom every time, in the weeks before she
decided it was time to move to another city, another house, another school.
Those haunted eyes. But King arrives, and like he used to when we were
friends before, he bypasses the house, heading straight for the barn. I follow
a path I know well. The barn’s red paint is peeling. Soon, I’ll be far away
from here. At university studying real dinosaur bones, not just reading
about them on blogs. And that might be far enough. Mom’s already talking
about joining me in Edmonton. Maybe I can have my own blog. I'll call it
Notes from the Land before Time.

“Hey,” King says, and hugs me. He’s warm, in a baggy hoodie and
sweats. My head fits against his chest. “Sorry about blowing up your
phone.”

“Sorry about ditching this morning. I slept until almost noon.”

“It’s cool,” he says, and means it.



We climb the old wooden ladder up into the hayloft—King first, since
I’m wearing sleep shorts—and open the window. From here, the stars are
bright and we’re a little closer to them. Back when Dr. Nathan had to drive
King out here, we used to pick out constellations and tell stories. King’s
were wild, full of plot twists and unexpected turns of phrase. It was always
clear he was a storyteller. I wonder if he still writes seriously—hope he
does—but I can’t ask him—not yet—not until we find steadier ground.

“Still wearing my shirt,” he says.

“It’s soft.”

He smiles, his eyes crinkling.

“Thought you were getting this back, eh?”

“Like I said. It’s yours.”

And then he starts mooing gently at the cows below us. I lie on my
stomach so my head sticks out the barn window, and for the first time in a
long time, I moo too.
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Chapter 9
June 23

YELLOW: It’s hard to get ice-cream and sorbet recipes as
sharp as nature’s own. For a smooth yellow, sometimes you
need to cheat. Turmeric can muddle the delicate flavors.
Saffron isn’t local, but it works too. Here, at the Creamery,
we don’t mind a yellow that’s a little less vibrant if the flavor
shines. Flavor is prime. But hey, really, you do you.

I've fallen into a summer rhythm. Scooping at the shack, training in the

pool, and spending time with my friends. Tonight, King drives me out to the
bonfire so we can hang with the people I graduated with not even a week
ago. Neither of us is drinking because it doesn’t seem fair to leave the other
person out. Somebody needs to drive. And it’s no fun to drink alone.

Or at least I'm hanging out with one of my friends. Florence is absent,
again, tied to her computer. Planning her trip. So she says.

I’m waiting for Peter England to show up, but he hasn’t—yet. As we
drive through town, and then out into the bush, I watch for a white SUV,
his, not his, depending on how worked up I am in the moment. But it’s
gone, as if I imagined it. Florence has told me about her ghosts, what she
calls her Thevshi, how sometimes, her reality isn’t the same as mine. For
her, the side effects of certain meds twist things, until their very thingness is
suspect. I worry I’m slipping into an in-between space. Will I be safe there?
Without my mom to ground me, how will I navigate?

It’s hot still, close to midnight. I’m sitting in a clearing in the sparse
woods on a fallen log someone has made into a fairly comfortable bench.
King excuses himself for a moment. Underneath it all is the thing I’m not
saying: I can’t shake the feeling we shouldn’t be here. I’'m low-key itchy.
And it has nothing to do with Peter England. The last time King was out in
the bush like this, he disappeared for years. The last time I was . . . I don’t
remember what happened, how I got back to town, how I found myself on
that ratty couch in that row house, sleep crusted in my eyes. I woke Tyler
and we stumbled out before any of the men noticed.



I’m letting Wyatt be Wyatt, and Elise is trying so hard to be friendly it’s
almost too much. With King, sometimes I’m sure we’re over the past. The
lies. And Peter England, I’'m pushing him out of my thoughts. Out, out.
Pushing this nagging voice that tells me Dom must know—my uncle must
have gotten the release notice—out, out. Because if he held it in his hands,
at the start of the summer, and lied to my mom’s face, I don’t know how I
will forgive him.

Music thunders from someone’s truck’s speakers. Luke Bryan and the
Zac Brown Band, and later, for sure, there’ll be some Garth. Willie Nelson,
when he shows up, will have everyone cheering.

High-pitched laughter cuts through the music. Tyler and her friends
swing into the clearing and claim seats all around me. Ty’s baggy black
hoodie brushes her knees. SKODEN, in red ink, almost like it’s been spray-
painted on, is stamped from corner to corner. All her tattoos, except for the
ones on her neck and knuckles, are tucked away. I half expect her to pull
out an apple and throw it in the air, taunting me. Cami’s winged eyeliner is
just as extreme as the last time I saw her—and perfectly balanced.

I nod up at them.

“Welcome back,” Tyler says.

Cami laughs. A couple of the others do too.

Tyler throws them all a look, like simmer down. “You haven’t been here
in an age. It’s nice to see your face.”

“I’ve been busy,” I say, again.

“Busy,” Cami says. “That’s such an excuse.”

She’s wearing a pair of my mom’s earrings. Shoulder dusters. The night
my mom beaded them, Dirty Dancing was on TV and we sang along to the
soundtrack. Damn Cami for surfacing this memory tonight, for disturbing
the careful waters.

My patience runs low. “Is that what you came over here to say?”

“Chill, cuz.” Tyler spreads her arms wide.

That’s when King wanders back into the clearing with two guys in tow.
“Look who I found.”

It’s Marcus and Doyle. Frick and Frack. They were both there that night
too—King’s last night in town—according to the gossip. Marcus was one of
the crew who helped King home. Marcus nods at me in that bro-y way, like,
’suuup. Like we didn’t have English together the last three and a half years.



Like I don’t know how on his sixteenth birthday he cried after failing his
driver’s test.

But Doyle only says, “Bitches, where’s your drink?” He’s slurring his
words, laughing it off.

I’ve been asked this question a hundred times already tonight. “I’m
driving,” T say. This should be enough. This shouldn’t be a discussion.
Shouldn’t be an issue.

But Doyle doesn’t let it go.

“But you’re, like, Indians,” Doyle says. “Right?”

King’s kissing his teeth. His usual desire to make peace with these fools
nowhere in sight. And I want to puzzle over this, this change, but I don’t
have time.

Tyler and Cami and their friends explode. A mix of “Fuck you, asshole”
and “What are you trying to say?”

It’s exhausting hanging out with drunk people when you’re sober. I
don’t know why, but I stand up from the bench. “It’s really not worth it,
Ty.”

Marcus says, “Relax, man,” to Doyle.

But none of this stops what’s about to happen. The trees around us throb
with it. Their leaves and needles flutter, excited, ready. They’ve witnessed
this before, and they’ll witness it again and again, as long as the grass
grows, the waters run.

My mother knows this.

It’s generational.

Tyler says, “Let’s get gone,” but Cami says, “No,” and she struts into
Doyle’s space, right up against his too-tight Volcom tee. “Say that to my
face.”

“He didn’t mean it.” Marcus has one hand on his buddy’s shoulder,
restraining him. “Ladies, he’s wasted.”

Tyler grips the back of her sister’s pink hoodie and holds on until the
seams pop. We all witness the little snaps of thread. “He’s not worth it when
he’s sober either, Cam. Let’s go.”

“I said . . .” Doyle pushes against the much shorter Cami, throwing his
chest at her, breaking out of his friend’s grip, with enough force that Tyler’s
jarred back a few steps. “All you bitches are drunks.”

It happens fast.



Cami knees Doyle between the legs, and he crumples. But as he falls, he
pulls her down with him. Someone outside our circle watches it happen and
chants, “Fight, fight, fight.” The whole party rushes from the fallow
cornfield into the wooded clearing. I'm enveloped by bodies, elbowed in
the cheek by someone—TYy, I think—as she tries, and fails, to get her sister
off the ground.

I’m pushing to free myself of the mess, head tucked low, shoulders
high. In the dark, I stumble over a loose rock. Barely catch myself from
falling. I turn, scanning for King’s blue baseball cap in the crowd.

While my neck is twisted away, searching, someone grabs a handful of
my loose hair. “Dirty fucking Indian, that’s all you are,” Doyle says, pulling
hard, slurring worse now. But not enough that I don’t hear each word
cuttingly clear.

King’s behind me somewhere, calling my name, his voice deep, loud,
angry.

“Over here!”

Doyle yanks me forward and down. I fight against it a second. Pure
instinct. But if I don’t follow Doyle, it feels like he’ll rip my hair from my
head. I reach to push him away but can’t get a grip. Instead, I press one
hand against my scalp to stay the hurt, to relieve the building pressure.

Next to me there’s a crumpled pink hoodie, Cami’s form on the ground.
She’s knees-to-chest to protect herself. Boots keep kicking at her. One pair.
Two. Three. Heavy work boots with the steel toes. The kind my uncles wear
when they’re with the cows. The kind these boys wear to school. One of my
hands presses against my head, holding, holding on, and with the other, I
reach for Cami. I keep saying, “Stop. Stop it. You have to stop.” But no one
listens.

Sound rips in my left ear. Doyle’s fingers flick awkwardly at the buttons
on his jeans. One-handed, it’s not working. He’s laughing, running his
words so hard together. “Gotta empty . . . tank.”

It was a thing, for a while, in this town. If you found one of us sleeping
it off, outside that bar downtown, it was your job to drain the main vein,
shake out a golden shower. Those words. He’s going to piss on me.

“Rip . . . a wicked leak.”

The ground thunders as if it’s fighting back. Marcus comes flying in,
tackling his buddy. But Doyle doesn’t release my hair as he’s knocked to
the ground, still attempting to free his fly.



I topple shoulder first. The impact is rough. My throwing arm crunches
against a rock or a tangle of roots. With enough force, finally, my hair rips.
Marcus strikes his buddy, once, twice with a heavy fist, until Doyle lets go.

I roll away, roll small.

My hearing has gone weird. All echoes. Like I’'m underwater now.

Doyle’s still close—too close. “I was only going to leak a piss, man.
Now look what you’ve gone and done. I’m fucking . . . bleeding!”

He’s holding a clump of my hair in his closed fist.

My hand comes away from my scalp wet. In the half dark, it doesn’t
look like blood. Too void of color. But it’s sticky. Reeks like wet metal.

Someone reaches for me.

I swat them away, nails out. I catch skin.

“Lou, shit. Let me help you.” It’s Marcus. “I’m so fucking sorry, Lou.
Let me get you to your truck at least.”

When I don’t budge, he reaches down, yanks on my arm. My shoulder
screams. My vision goes black. I retch against the ground.

Somewhere off in the distance, in the fallow field next to the road, a cop
car turns its siren on.

The echo, I can’t trace it.

Everyone flees. Marcus drags me toward the road. My feet barely touch
the ground, and the more Marcus pulls, the sharper I know something’s
wrong. Pain veers through my shoulder, down my arm. I clench my teeth.

Suddenly, King is next to us, carrying Cami. He’s looking for a way out,
a way around the copper in the field. Even at nine years old, he was getting
lectures from the RCMP while the white kids on the playground got stickers
and other swag. This is the last thing King needs in his life.

Tyler says, “Fuck, fuck, my ride’s gone.”

“Where’s your truck?” Marcus searches the field. Cars drive all over the
place, cutting fast near us, and ripping out onto the road. Some of them
head north, others south. They don’t care. It doesn’t matter as long as they
aren’t stopped and searched.

The siren continues to blare but I can’t locate the source.

Wiiiiooo, wiiiio00o0.

My knees buckle. I sink to the ground and try to throw up again.

King says, “This way,” and Marcus continues half dragging me to the
Subaru. Eventually, he presses me into the front passenger seat, sweaty,
alcohol on his breath.



Tyler climbs in next to her sister.

“I’m so sorry. So damn sorry,” Marcus says, staring right into my eyes,
his wide and bulging, and then he cuts out too.

I track him a minute. He launches himself into the back of a random
truck, sinking down low against the cab, until he fades into the dark. Too
many clouds tonight for the moon to show its face.

King’s throwing the Subaru into reverse but bisects the field carefully
like he knows even off-road he’s got to follow the rules. Once we reach the
road, he’s about to turn left toward town and the hospital when the flashing
lights take over behind us. King’s eyes tighten and he whispers something
under his breath, something I don’t catch. The siren bites against my teeth.

“Pull over now,” the cop orders through his loudspeaker. “All hands
where I can see them.”

King exhales like he’s in a yoga class, long, measured. He shifts the
engine into park and rolls his window down. These moves are mechanical.
Then, he removes his baseball cap, pressing it into my lap. His hand isn’t
steady. I finger the brim, worrying it with blood.

From the back seat, Tyler utters, “Fuck,” and pulls her hoodie up. She’s
cradling her sister in her lap. Cami, eyes closed, moans intermittently.

The cop is tall and blond. I don’t recognize him. Not someone’s older
brother or cousin or father. Not one of Dom’s classmates, who on occasion
drive out to the farm for drinks. There’s a cop or two in that bunch—even if
it riles Maurice to have them on our property. To have anyone who is part of
the System in our home upsets Maurice.

This cop leans down to flash his heavy light into the vehicle. We recoil.
Collectively. Even Cami moans louder.

“What’s going on here?”

“They were attacked, sir,” King says, polite but firm. He won’t let the
cop see the real King. This is a performance too.

“That’s not what the last bunch told me. They said the Natives started a
brawl. One of them tried to rob one of the others.”

“They were attacked, sir,” King repeats. “And I’m trying to get them to
the hospital.”

“Been drinking, boy?”

King shakes his head, controlled, oh so carefully.

I can’t help it. I wince at boy, the mean spit of the word.



“How about the rest of you?”

“A little,” I say, so Tyler doesn’t have to admit her underage sister has
been too. I lie and I wait for King to rebuke me for it. If not now, later.
When he’s not controlling himself so carefully, trying to keep himself, and
all of us, safe.

Tyler nods. Cami just cries.

“That one okay?” the cop asks, finally.

“They kicked her,” I say. “They threw her to the ground and booted her
over and over.”

“That’s a lot of blood on you.”

“Head wound.”

“Okay,” the cop says. “I won’t cite y’all. But did you ever come to think
maybe the bunch of you shouldn’t socialize out here anymore?”

It’s not clear if it’s a threat.

King thanks the cop, like he’s talking to a grocery-store checkout clerk,
and rolls up the window. But his hands, they’re still not steady. He doesn’t
say anything until we get back to Highway 16. When he speaks, it’s in a
series of questions. “Hospital? Or ... my dad’s? Or...?”

He’s not himself, swimming in rough waters—in shock. We made it
through that encounter whole, but King’s still stuck in that moment, being
held hostage there.

Tyler says, “I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“The hospital,” I say. “For Cami.”

At the emergency room entrance, King and I extract Cami from the
vehicle, while her sister stumbles inside to find a wheelchair.

She comes back running.

“Do you want us to stay?” I ask, bracing myself against the Subaru’s
cool green metal. It’s holding me up. Entirely.

She juts her chin at me. “You should get checked too, cuz.”

The emergency lights flare out in beautiful arcs. “I’m fine.”

“You'’re still bleeding.”

I reach into the Subaru and pull King’s baseball cap onto my head. It’s
roomy, doesn’t press against the wound. “It’s fine.”

With Mom working at the emergency dispatch for the past three years,
most of her local friends are nurses. They worked the night shift too. If they
see me like this, if they treat me, they won’t hesitate to text my mom. To
forget confidentiality, to rat me out. And then everything comes undone.



“Your choice,” Tyler says weakly. “No. Go on home. I’'ll call Jaxon for
a ride. He’ll come.”

Her stepfather is off in the oil patch for weeks at a time. But when he is
home, Jaxon’s steady. “Let me know how she is. How she’s doing. Will
you?”

“Cam’s tough,” Tyler says. “Thanks to both of you. For . . . you
know . ..”

“It was nothing,” King says, somehow more himself now that we’re out
of the Subaru.

“Bullshit.” Ty rolls her eyes and half smiles. “Fuck. They’re totally
going to call CPS.”

King says, “They won’t,” but there’s no faith behind his words. He
knows Child Protective Services. Knows what they do to families as well as
we do. His sister lives in foster care instead of with their mom.

I’m dizzy, and tired, but I know in my gut we can’t leave Tyler to face
this alone. We can’t. Even if I’m not her friend, even if I can’t be the friend
she needs, I can do this. For one night. “Ty, we’ll stay. At least until we
know you’re both okay.”

King nods.

“There’s no point in all of us getting in trouble,” she says, but it’s
without rancor.

Leaning into King for support, and maybe supporting him back, we
follow Tyler into the too-bright building.
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Chapter 10
June 24

YELLOW: Delicate things require a delicate touch. We’ve
found, when you’re trying to craft these recipes, it’s best to
leave all your baggage outside—before you step into the
kitchen. Trust us, people can taste bad vibes.

Cami has to spend the night. Even though they don’t have beds available

upstairs, they admit her. They’re worried about internal bleeding. Her
spleen, maybe. We can’t stop the staff from calling Child Protective
Services when they go back to the nursing station, but we’re collectively
thankful they don’t call the cops.

We’ve been lucky tonight already. With the police, it won’t happen
twice.

Tyler insists on sleeping right next to her sister in an uncomfortable
chair. I pull my hoodie high over the baseball cap, so the nurses can’t get
too close a look at me. My mom would overreact, if she knew. She’d be
reminded of all the things she’s trying so hard to forget. I bite my cheek
through waves of pain. If I stand still, I’'m almost okay. The numbness
spreads.

But as King and I leave, I’'m walking less smoothly, trying to protect my
shoulder from how each step feels like a knife in the joint. “Take me home.”

“Hell no,” King says. “You’re pale. I can’t believe the nurses didn’t
force you to get examined.”

He doesn’t mention how I offered a fake name when they asked. Or the
lie I told the cop. But he helps me walk to the Subaru.

Hospitals keep records. Of this kind of thing. And those records, they
can be used against me. Against my mom, my family. It’s what the
government does to people like us. They employ their systems to keep us
down, to watch us. Maurice’s time in foster care damaged him and our
family. Maurice is hurting still.

I exhale roughly. Can’t pull the seat belt across my lap. Try, but can’t.



King settles the strap against my good shoulder with care, watching me.
He’s always got the words, but right now, he’s struggling as much as I am.
He manages, “It’s dislocated, right?”

“I think. Maybe? I don’t know.”

“We’re going to wake my dad.”

Before he was a vet, Dr. Nathan worked as an army medic. That’s where
he met King’s mom—while he was stationed in Trenton, Ontario. After vet
school, they came out West, relocated here. I swallow down the taste of
smoke. I can’t stomach any of the old guilt right now.

We cross over into an older suburb. The streetlights are dimmer, the
roads narrower. King’s dad’s house is tucked at the end of the street, on a
cul-de-sac, and though the lights are off, the door, like it always was back in
the day, is unlocked. We walk right into the living room.

King floods the space with a yellow glow and yells, “Dad, wake up.
Can you come help? Lou’s hurt.”

Dr. Nathan’s used to emergencies. His hair is graying along the temples.
His glasses are thick black frames that make him look like some kind of
model, even in the middle of the night, wearing a white tee and a pair of
loose sweatpants repping his favorite cricket team—the Trinbago Knight
Riders, of course. His hands are gentle.

After a whispered “Lord help us,” he doesn’t ask questions, just works
to assess what’s wrong. “Shoulder’s dislocated from the joint, young lady.”

In the middle of the night, the island accent he swears was worn away
by schooling, his stint in the military, his time on the prairies in a town with
too few people who know the islands as a real place and not only as a
playground for all-inclusive weeks away from winter, is fully present.

This is a different Dr. Nathan than the one I know from the daytime.

He removes his son’s baseball cap, bloody now, and lays it on a nearby
end table, next to a framed photo of the family, from long ago, when King
was small, on vacation in Trinidad and Tobago, a red, black, and white flag
fluttering in the distance. Probably, this is what Dr. Nathan did the last night
his son slept in this town three years ago, placed a bloody ball cap on his
end table. Above the photo, on the wall, there’s a crucifix. Black Jesus. The
mementos from their trips to Jamaica to visit King’s mom’s people aren’t on
display. But in this shot they look happy: before King’s mom’s accident,
where she wrecked her back, before Aliya’s birth. King’s smile, it’s an exact
copy of his mom’s, down to the front teeth with the gap.



“The tear will need sutures. A medical doctor would do better, with less
scar tissue.”

“I’d rather you do it, Dr. Nathan.”

He’s staring at me with tired eyes. Staring hard like he sees right
through me. Maybe he smells the smoke too?

“All right, young lady,” Dr. Nathan says. “Move to the kitchen, where
we have light. These eyes are getting old. We reduce the shoulder first. Son,
over here, like so. Hold on. And, child, you have one job: breathe. All
right? One, two, breathe.”

There’s pressure and then my shoulder pops.

At first it sits exactly right. Perfect. Like it should be. Like when I’m
strong and swimming. Then, everything shifts. Pain floods my body. “Ouch,
ouch, ouch. It hurts. It really hurts.”

“Are you allergic to any medicines?” Dr. Nathan asks.

“Um, penicillin.”

Dr. Nathan pauses. “Ever had codeine before?”

He’s examining me, long and hard.

I’m going to throw up; it’s not pain, but smoke, a bitter, acrid burning.
“No, no, no. I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

“Son, in the medicine cabinet.”

King’s sweating a little.

So am L.

But I’m not hot. I’'m freezing. My teeth chatter, too big, like I’m faking.

Dr. Nathan says what we’re all thinking: “She won’t tell anyone I gave
her this.”

And with that, King walks deeper into the house toward the bathroom.

My eyes are trained on what’s left of a plate of now-cold KFC. A
bachelor living alone until King showed up, I think. If I wasn’t hurting so
bad, I might tease Dr. Nathan about his habits. Next to the plate is one of
the imported Caribbean beers Dr. Nathan favors: Carib Lager. Over dinners,
he’s said it more than once: this beer tastes like home, even if he’s been
living in Canada since his teens, even if he only drank the stuff for the first
time on a trip home to bury his paternal grandfather—a man who never left
the islands, not once, in his long life.

“Hey, now, child.” Dr. Nathan sinks to his knees slowly, like his joints
are protesting, even though he’s not that old. Only in his midforties. “You’ll
be all right. It’s a bad cut. But it’ll be all right.”



When King returns, Dr. Nathan offers me one pill at first. Then he
changes his mind and hands me another, even as I start to protest. “No back
chat,” he says, but smiles at me. “Son, water and a wash rag, a clean one.”

By the time the tear at my hairline is stitched, I’m all woozy. King helps
me back to the living room, an arm wrapped tight across my back.

Cleaning up his supplies, Dr. Nathan finally says, “What happened
tonight?”

I’m laid out on their long couch. Yellow lights pulse at the same
frequency as my heartbeat. King is at my feet, a hand rubbing back and
forth along the bare skin of my calf. I’'m trying to remember the history of
each of the cricket bats hanging on the wall above me—but I'm fuzzy.

“I’m not waiting all night for you both to talk.” Dr. Nathan’s hands are
on his hips. “This business here is serious.”

I’m thinking of my mother. How she crawled a kilometer or more. How
a local farmer found her first. How he was riding a tractor between his
fields. How lucky I am to have King and Dr. Nathan caring for me. Still, I
can’t tell the whole story. I’'m holding on to the past, and on to this one
piece of tonight. “He was going to urinate on me.”

“Doyle Younger’s a fucking racist,” King says to follow me up. “He
knocked this fifteen-year-old girl down because he hates Indigenous folks.
And then the rest of the party exploded.”

Dr. Nathan makes a sound in his throat but doesn’t reprimand King for
swearing—Tlike he usually would. No one suggests we call the cops. We get
quiet, lost in our own nightmares.

My lips are heavy and it takes work to ask King something I’ve been
wanting to ask a long while. “Back then, you know, way back then, why did
you leave?”

His hand stills on my leg. “You for real don’t know?”

Dr. Nathan rubs at his eyes, lifting his glasses from his face to rest them
on his head.

“I wouldn’t lie to you,” I say, and stumble over the thickness of my
mouth. Of my body. “I mean, I know when you left, but not why.”

King releases a big, ragged breath. He thinks and he waits. Eventually,
he speaks. “You know about my ma, and her . . . issues.”

I nod, a tiny movement, but he continues.

“Part of it was to be with her, to help my ma stay on the methadone. She
taught me how to swim because it was one of the things she did for herself



when she first moved to Toronto, learned all proper, in a class for adults in
the neighborhood. She said swimming laps, in a pool, it helped her focus on
what she wanted, and it was good for her back. And part of it was—Kenny
Marks—you remember that senior who had it out for me all that year?”

“He’s locked up now. He was caught transporting . . . cocaine. Like a
car full of it. Behind all the panels, buried inside his seat, in caverns of
ripped-out stuffing.” I sway, though I’m not moving. “Everywhere.”

Dr. Nathan kisses his teeth, echoing his son.

King ignores my statement, wrapped up in his memories. “That night,
that ignorant asshole took it too far. I punched him and I kept throwing my
fist. You weren’t out there, at the party.”

What he doesn’t say is by the August long weekend before the tenth
grade, we weren’t on speaking terms.

“. .. But someone yanked me off him and someone else took me home
before I got myself arrested. I knocked out one of his front teeth.”

The pull of the medicine is making it difficult to follow King’s words.

“I thought I killed him. I told my dad. And Dad had me loaded on the
Greyhound less than eight hours later.”

I almost whisper it. “He told people he was in a car accident, Kenny
Marks. He joked about a hockey puck knocking out that tooth.”

“It was a fifty-five-hour trip, one way.” King shifts on the couch,
pulling me to the left.

I bite down on my tongue.

“So, you see, I didn’t have a lot of time to say goodbyes, Lou.”

It’s true, but it’s also not.

I’m getting tired, so tired, but I have to say this. “That was one good
reason. To leave super quiet. But it expired as soon as you found out he
didn’t press charges.”

King stares at his hands. “Lou, I was fucking ashamed.”

“Son,” Dr. Nathan says. It’s not a rebuke, it’s comfort. As much as Dr.
Nathan would rather we keep our language clean in his house, in his
presence, tonight, in this room, where the crucifix hangs, he’s not going to
insist.

“He called you—"

“Don’t say it.”

“Wasn’t going to,” I reply harder than I mean. “He called you that
horrible word all the time. What was so different about that particular



night? That particular instance?”

“You know?” King throws his hands up in the air. “Nothing at all.
Something inside of me just said, That’s enough. I've had enough. Enough
of Kenny Marks but enough of everyone else who might have slighted me
smaller but slighted me just the same. It was enough.”

The room quiets. Just three people breathing.

“You should both get some sleep,” Dr. Nathan says eventually. “It will
take a lot of healing to move past this.”

I close my eyes. They flare open. “No swimming?”

Dr. Nathan shakes his head. “Young lady, nothing for a while, with that
shoulder.”

My eyes burn.

King exhales hard.

Dr. Nathan simply takes his son’s hand in his own, and without any
irony, says, “This fucking town.”

The couch shakes gently from King’s strangled laugh. “Dad,” he says,
“I didn’t think you had it in you.”

The two of them talk quietly and I sink under into sleep, the rough
beating of my heart like one of Uncle Maurice’s drums.
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Chapter 11
June 30

YELLOW: Honestly, best consumed in winter when the
Creamery is closed. That’s when the subtle flavors of
yellows do something for the soul. We never appreciate what
we have when we’re sitting in it, when we can revel in it. No
one will fault you for enjoying a Yellow during midsummer,
but really, save these recipes for the dark days.

My right arm sits in a heavy black sling. Eating breakfast, scrambled eggs

and thick-sliced bacon Dom fried in our cast-iron pan, with my left hand, is
awkward. But I'm getting better at coordination. The bruises on my face are
fading. My cheek is easily covered by foundation now and my hairline, it’s
so itchy. That’s how I know I’'m healing.

Maurice clears my plate. “You promised you wouldn’t scoop for at least
another week, eh?”

Dr. Nathan didn’t say how long I should wait to start swimming again.
The internet says six weeks to three months is normal. I’ll be lucky if I can
even try out for the competitive water polo team in September now. If I
can’t practice for weeks, I might not even make the rec team. One thing I
wanted for myself, for my future, and now I can’t have it. Because of Doyle
Younger.

“Just cash, yeah, I know.”

After the party, Maurice was furious, but Dom and I made him promise
not to tell Mom. We all want to protect her from more violence. We’re not
lying to her—we’re holding something back. It’s not the same thing. It’s
not. Horrified, and to give me time to rest up, Florence took my morning
shift though she was hungover from her own little private party. After work,
she brought flowers—bright summer yellows—to the house. “Because I
knew you’d need something sunny.” And sat with me on the porch, gabbing
about all the town gossip, until I kicked her out. King and Wyatt scrambled
to cover the rest of the week. It’s what we promised we would do. But it’s
also the three of them looking out for me.



Even Wyatt.

He texted me: I’1l kill him.

Don’t.
Okay. But that asshole’s dead to me.

In the kitchen, Dom stands with his hands braced in a knot across his
chest. “If that Doyle kid shows up, call me.”

Maurice is the one who went to jail for an assault he won’t talk about
ever except to say, calmly, all monk-like, that violence is a mistake. But
Dom has the power in him to break someone too. I can see it for the first
time, maybe in this whole time I’ve lived with him, bubbling up, in the days
after the party. He’s quick to smash his hand against a hard surface, his
knuckles bruised.

I lie. “Promise.”

Lately I’'m lying more and more. Little things only. Things I think are
right to do. But still. The little things, they don’t stay small. Like any other
living being, they grow up. And yet, I’'m coming to believe, with lies, there
are different flavors too. Some are bitter, some sweeter.

If Mom knew, she’d return immediately. But that’s not the real problem.
Once she’d taken Doyle Younger and his parents to task, she’d have had me
packing my bags and we’d be moving somewhere new, no questions, no
calming her. We’ve done it before. She knows that child welfare is the
modern version of the residential schools. Maurice was taken from his
mother in the seventies—and only met his younger siblings years later, after
he was grown. Mom and Dom escaped that horror. But it’s not over. The
government is still removing Native kids from their homes to be raised by
white families, still sterilizing Indigenous women and girls, still acting
shocked when another mass grave site is discovered at one of the old
residential schools. When that neighbor in Lethbridge called the RCMP
because she hated how Mom smoked on our porch, and the police showed
up and mentioned child welfare, we left that very night. It’s what she does,
to stay okay enough.

My uncles know it. Three plus years might feel like forever to them and
to me, but my mom needs to run. She’s running now. From something she
can’t see. If my mom knew Peter England was out of prison, we’d be gone.
That’s why, when Dom got the news—the Victim Services letter that
arrived after my graduation ceremony, it had to be the release notice, an



update—he didn’t tell us. Dom can see farther than I can, lied to keep my
mom safe.

We’re all keeping secrets, each of us living in our circle, overlapping—
uncle to niece, mom to daughter—but never fully knowing the whole truth.
And all this, it’s why I passed as white when we first moved here. It was
safety. It was a way to put all that trauma off to the side—at least for a
while. A way to hide in plain sight.

At the shack today, Florence keeps asking the others to leave space
around me, so no one jars my arm, while she finger-combs my hair. She’s
gone all mother bear. And King’s taking over the cash every chance he gets,
leaving me to do nothing, even going so far as to ignore his phone when it
buzzes with messages from his Toronto friends. Wyatt, well, he’s working,
without jokes, without wasting time. Eventually though, King bumps into
me, and I make a rough sound, somewhere between ouch and stop.

I reclaim the cash stool. “Okay, I really appreciate you . . .”

Wyatt beams at me.

“Jesus, yes, all of you,” I say. The breakup seems so small now. Tiny
and insignificant. Except my yes tastes exactly like no, like bad fiction.
Wyatt didn’t exactly force me to do anything I didn’t want to, that’s true.
Other than force me to jump out of a moving vehicle. I drew my own line,
when I realized it needed to be drawn. But he sure didn’t listen, didn’t pay
attention to me, didn’t care to miss his movie to drive me home. I swallow
that down and bury it. “Who is supposed to be on shift? Like the original,
pre-this-happening”—I point at my sling—*“schedule?”

“You, me, and Flo,” King says.

“I’ll happily jet.” Wyatt’s loosening his apron ties. “My girlfriend has
the day off. We might go see a movie before the Canada Day long-weekend
crowd invades town.”

Even though Elise seems content, I worry.

“How many movies do you see a week? Six? Twelve?” Florence asks,
but Wyatt only smiles in a way I used to think was all charm.

After he rips out of the parking lot with as much disturbance to the
gravel as he can manage, we settle in, me on the stool, Florence on the back
counter, King leaning against the door.

“I can’t believe I wasn’t with you that night.” Florence stares at me, and
then at King, with these intense, meaningful glances, as if we’re holding
back on her. But honestly, she hasn’t been around. She’s made her choices.



Florence still believes the world revolves around her. Even this caretaking,
she’s doing it for herself.

It’s all we talk about now. What happened to me and why she wasn’t
there.

“You were video-dating your girlfriend,” King reminds her.

“I can’t wait until the fall and we’re not using phones to see each other’s
faces!”

“Young love.” King’s not mocking her. He’s a romantic at heart. The
proof is in his e-reader. It’s loaded with romances written by Black women:
Talia Hibbert’s Brown Sisters books, Alyssa Cole’s Royals series, and a
Rebekah Weatherspoon book about a Black doctor with twins and her buff
nanny. His family didn’t get a happy-ever-after, and neither did mine, but
King still believes it’s possible.

“Oh, I forgot,” Florence says, offhand. “Someone came by with a real-
paper letter for you yesterday or the day before.”

My leg shakes uncontrollably.

King confirms it. “It was Monday.”

“It’s in the cash, under the drawer. I thought to deliver it, then, well . . .
forgot,” she finishes with a tiny throwaway shrug.

He’s out. And I thought ignoring him would be enough.

I press Sale once, and then, when this old thing Dom bought at a flea
market in Edmonton sticks, I strike the key twice more. It rings, pops open.
He’s out. Out, out. And he won't stop until he gets what he wants. I lift the
heavy drawer, extracting the letter awkwardly with my left hand. The
second envelope has the same handwriting, Louisa printed across the front
in blue ink. This one has never been wet; its paper hasn’t dried in crinkly
waves. From the outside, it could be identical.

Sweat gathers on my upper lip. I wipe at it. I need to say something.
They’re waiting. I manage, “Oh, thanks.”

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Florence asks. “It could be something we
need to deliver to the authorities. This is exactly what Doyle would do—try
to—”

King’s shaking his head.

I’m not sure what she’s letting slip her mind. That I’m Native? That
King is Black? Or that she’s white and pretty and exactly the kind of person
who can get away with anything in this town? But all I say is, “It’s not from
Doyle Younger.”



Now they’re both looking at me funny. And I have to decide. Lie and
keep this to myself. Lie and refuse to split my heart open here. Lie and deal
with the consequences later when they come rolling into my life. Wait for
them to arrive. Anticipate how they’ll ruin my friendships.

But secrets can burn down friendships too.

It’s hot in here. So hot. If I turn my head, I’'m worried I'll catch the
scent of smoke.

I could do the unthinkable and tell them about the first letter, how it’s in
my bedroom, tucked inside a book I never returned to the school library. I
fill my water bottle at the sink. “Who dropped it off?” I know, but I need to
hear them say it. [ need them to tell me.

“Some bearded guy. Older. Sorta hot. You know, weathered.”

“He was white,” King adds.

He’s out. Out, out.

“What was he driving? Do you remember?”

Florence shrugs. King doesn’t know either.

But I do. I’'m not overreacting. It was an SUV, and if they’d seen the
plates, there would be a loud proclamation. Certainty thrums through me,
carrying with every pulse of my heart.

“Okay, we’re waiting. But, like, you’re scaring us. Right, King?”
Florence is impatient. But then again, Florence doesn’t care when I lie as
long as it’s a good story. She believes we all deserve our stories—even if
they verge toward fiction.

“I trust Lou,” he says.

Damn, King. Why’d you do me like that? Now I have to tell them.

“Um, so,” I start and then have to sip from my water. I’'m all dried up,
primed for flame. My body tries to fight me here—to keep my secrets
inside where they’re safe, where they can be shrouded in smoke. “It’s not a
lie, more of an omission. Because it wasn’t any of your business.”

King’s face slips into neutral. Eyebrows sitting level, lips relaxed, not
smiling, not frowning. Even his eyes are balanced, watching me. He’s
waiting for me to prove I haven’t changed.

“No one is stressing over things that happened like an actual eon ago,”
Florence says.

“He cares.”

“Oh, King.” Florence pats the prep table gently, as if it’s King’s arm.
“Give it up, love. She was a child then.”



King rolls his eyes at her, reaffirming his position on the matter, but
Florence isn’t watching.

“Keep going,” he says.

“A week ago, remember, when we went to the diner.”

King nods. “This isn’t the first letter.”

“It’s not.”

“Fill me in,” Florence says. “Seriously, you two. I need to stop letting
you off on your own if when I do, secret correspondences appear and
dramatic, horrid fights break out.”

“She didn’t tell me about it, if it helps. It’s not like I’m taking your spot
as her best friend forever, Flo.” His voice is light, but he’s not smiling—not
the way he would if he were teasing Florence for real.

“It wasn’t on purpose.” I want King to really hear me. “We were
hanging out and I didn’t find the letter until way later that night, and when I
read it, I couldn’t process . .. I just... could not.”

King doesn’t give me anything. I can’t tell if he’s pissed or only waiting
for me to carry on.

“Are you sure it was me taking dramatic arts last year, and not you?”
Florence deadpans. “Sure you want to be a scientist of the dinosaurs and not
a glam Hollywood star? ’Cause you’re really doing the drama, Louie.”

It’s so hard to say this, so I tell them that.

“Now you’re really scaring me.” A true quiver lives in Florence’s voice.

“You don’t have to,” King adds, like he’s realizing how heavy this is,
how I’m sinking—me, the swimmer. “You don’t have to tell us.”

“It was from my . . . father.”

“Jesus H. Christ on toast,” Florence says.

King’s jaw works but he never manages to say anything. They both
know enough about Peter England—the very basics—to know this isn’t
good news.

We stare at one another. When the camp bus pulls into the lot, honking
its horn twice, we jump.

“Can I take a minute?” I ask, holding the letter.

My friends, they look so worried, so scared for me.

“We can handle this,” Florence says. “I’ll even be pleasant to you-
know-who.”

I try to smile.



King isn’t as easy—because he’s not sure I will be okay if I walk away.
“Are you positive? Should I call your uncles?”

“No. They cannot know about this. Nobody else can. Please.”

I wait for my friends to nod their consent before I slip out to cower
behind the shack, pressing my back against the wood, trying to sink into it. I
expected to be followed—but I thought I’d have time, and I thought it
would be King.

Today, Tyler’s all tattoos, wearing a cut-up tee, more strings of cloth
than anything else. “Am I interrupting?” she asks, clutching a bag of
change.

“Yes.”

She laughs but leans into the shack too.

“How’s Cami?” I ask, staring at the trees. I grip the letter hard.

“Mending. You?”

“Same.”

Kids scream and laugh, getting full up on sugar and good things Dom
harvests from the land. Next to me, Tyler waits, rests, stands with me. When
we were running together, we were always together. She knows more than
anyone about Peter England. “Ty, would you do something for me?”

“Probably.”

The envelope is smooth, almost slippery. “Can you not ask anything
from me? But stay here. Exactly like this. No questions.”

Tyler stares at the trees too, doesn’t even move. “Yep.”
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THE SECOND LETTER

Dear Louisa,

You’re beautiful. I needed to tell you that.

Call me. Or text. We must speak about the past and our future. With
your mother out of town, this is kismet. Delaying our reunion longer will
not help either of us heal from wounds she caused. If she returns, you will
be able to show her what you want. She will not be able to stop us.

I could help you, if you’d let me. University isn't cheap. Especially if
you’re planning to attend graduate school, as I’ve heard from friends
around town.

I’ve attached a copy of my first letter, as it’s come to my attention you
may not have received it. Without your phone number, this is the only way
we can communicate.

Your father,

Peter England

Behind the letter, there’s a printed photo, of me and Florence sitting on a
picnic table, leaning close to each other, and another copy of my birth
certificate. This time, he’s written his name in red—Iike he couldn’t locate
his blue pen. My hands shake.

“You want water, cuz? Something else?”

I glance over at Tyler. She’s still staring straight ahead, focused, but
she’s here with me, and like we used to be, she understands something I
haven’t had to speak.

I fold the photo in half and shove the papers into the pocket of my dress.
“That’s a question.”

“Fair.” She laughs. “Still, I’'m serious. If you need me.”

“'m good.” I nod at Tyler. Needing her is too much. We leave
everything with singed edges, buried under ash when we need each other.
“My break’s over.”

“Shout if you need . . . ,” she says, “something.”

She hands over the money. On the inside of her wrist, new ink: it’s a
shiny red apple. I want to ask her about it. I don’t want to know. Both of
these things are present. With Tyler it could be anything, and it could hurt.



Back inside the shack, Florence’s lip curls, but she keeps quiet. Seeing
me with Tyler is hard for her. Flo thinks she tore me away from a toxic
friendship—and she did. Only, she’s wrong about Ty. The two of us
together, we’re combustible. But each of us alone, we’re only two girls
made heavy by our baggage.

King steps close, peers at my stitches. “My dad says you can take these
“I’Il ask Dom. When he has time.”

My uncle’s been gone more and more too. Either in the production barn
or visiting his secret beau. Usually, Dom’s boyfriends come to the house,
eventually. But this one, Dom’s hiding him from us.

“I can do it after we close tonight,” King says. “Or my dad can.”

They’re ignoring the letter. They’re letting me have this. They’re good
people, my friends. “Please, would you? They itch madly.”

“Can’t be much different than with a horse. I’ve done that. I’'ll YouTube
it.” He laughs. “Only not in here. That’s not food safe.”

Florence manages a laugh too. She’s not happy, but she really is letting
this go.

Still, nothing is okay. The picture means he’s watching me. He knows
my plans. People in my life are talking to the man who violated my mother.
I’m not okay. Not okay. But I’m pretending to be. I have to pretend until
I’'m home, and safe, and I can figure out what to do.

out

I finish out the shift, with the photo and papers in my pocket like stones. We
close up quietly. Florence hugs me and whispers, “Call the house later,”
against my neck, in the parking lot before she drives off.

King points toward the Subaru—so we can escape the bugs.

I recline the front passenger seat all the way back. We turn all the
interior lights on. He leans over me.

It’s sticky hot. The cool nights I remember from last summer, the
summer before, and the summer King left refuse to show up. It could be
climate change. It could be spirits with the power to do these things are
tormenting me. I think of the pool and of cold water. How I can’t even get a
break with a hard, long swim.

No relief.

My eyes burn, pulse. Anger and underneath the anger, sadness. I won’t
be back in the pool—or swimming—at all this summer. Not anymore. I can



barely eat, barely do my job. My muscles tense, my shoulder aches. Peter
England and people like him are taking my safe places from me, first the
pool, now the shack. And King, my friend, swears extracting these stitches
from my head is no big thing.

Clutching the armrest, I hope he’s right.

Behind me, King sighs. He fiddles with my Swiss Army kn