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Prologue




Stupid tiara. I pull it off my eyes, having just knocked it on the car door frame as I slid in, and chuck it into the back. The sparkly headdress hits the edge of the seat, popping off the last zero of 2000, then falls to the floor. Well, Happy New Year to you too. I rub behind my ears, where the plastic has been pinching all night. Across the street, another party is still going strong. Yup, the electrical grid is alive and well. I guess the world as we know it didn’t collapse as computers everywhere figured out what to do with all those zeros. I find it almost disappointing, though hardly surprising, that things usually stay the same when change is anticipated. 

Kent drops heavily into the passenger seat, reeking of booze and cigars, and dangles the keys in front of my face. I start the car, then rub my hands together while the car warms. Our breath merges into an icy cloud and floats between us. I am grateful for the quiet car interior compared to the noise of the party, and I take a minute to close my eyes and lean my head back against the seat. My body, tense from standing in heels all night, begins to loosen. Soon I can take off these uncomfortable boots.

I am about to sit up when Kent’s hand grabs me by the hair at the nape of my neck and turns me to face him. Instinctively, my hand grabs his arm. “What are you doing?” Despite the cold, a rush of heat floods through me, and I feel a wave of perspiration break out on my forehead. He is not ordinarily physical. We keep my bruising internal and private. What could I have done to provoke this?

He gives my head a slight shake. “Aren’t you going to apologize?” He speaks slowly. Partly due to his anger—he likes to draw things out to make his point—and partly due to the alcohol.

“For what?”

“You don’t know?”

“No. I had a nice evening. It was fun.”

“Oh my God, Victoria, do you have any idea how you embarrassed me?”

He tightens his fist, pulling my hair harder, making me draw in a breath, but I know enough not to complain.

When I fail to answer, he continues. “You snorted.”

“What?” I wince as he tightens his grip again.

“You snorted like a pig when you were talking to Samantha. Maxwell had just introduced me to Michael Greggs—you know how I want to be the contractor to remodel his house—then we hear this snort. We turn to see you covering your mouth and laughing. It was humiliating.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t even remember doing it. I was having a good time. Samantha’s nice despite what an oaf her husband is.”

“Who are you to judge Maxwell?”

Oh boy. Here it comes—his favorite mantra.

“Don’t forget who you were when I found you. Waitressing in a cocktail bar and living in that dump. A cheap dye job and tarty makeup. Twenty pounds heavier. You were nothing. I saved you. I made you who you are. The least you can do is not embarrass me.” Droplets of spit hit my face.

“I’m sorry. You’re right. It won’t happen again.”

“Right. That’s what you always say. I don’t know why I keep you around.”

A brave person would remind him that he was the one who started flirting with me—yes, me—even with my cheap dye job and extra twenty pounds.

He lets go of my hair, and I rub the back of my neck before pulling out of the driveway. Away from this night. Away from who I’ve turned out to be. Perhaps the apple didn’t fall as far from the tree as I had hoped.

The roads are quiet, and he is asleep before I stop at the first red light. The route home unfolds before me. One I’ve taken so many times, I could do it with my eyes closed. Kent’s voice echoes in my mind. I told you to go this way, Vic-toooor-reee-a. It’s the most direct, Vic-toooor-reee-a. There are fewer stops, Vic-toooor-reee-a.

Well, screw it.

Impulsively I take a left. The sudden turn causes Kent to shift in his seat.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m taking a different route.”

“Don’t be an idiot.”

“Jesus, Kent. Despite what you think, I’m not stupid. Your way isn’t the only way, you know. I know what I’m doing.”

I steel myself for his scathing reply. But nothing happens. I quickly glance over. He is asleep again, barely aware of my first act of rebellion.
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August 2000

While most people don’t look forward to cleaning, for me, it means the end of another week, and that alone is cause for celebration. It also helps that my apartment is small, so there is not much to clean. So, once the bathroom is done, I check off another day on the calendar. Look at all those rows of red checkmarks. I’ve been in Montreal for four weeks. 

I quickly shower and dress—so fun to wear old ripped jeans and running shoes for a change—then step out into the communal hall to sort the mail. Because this is an old house converted into apartments (which may or may not be legal), there is only one mail slot on the main door. The mail for all three flats drops into a pile on an old navy carpet, sitting in whatever people have dragged in off their shoes, and waits to get sorted by whoever comes across it first. Or not—one of my neighbors steps over it or on it. Not the end of the world, but flipping through a grocery flyer caked in mud is not pleasant, and I do like the grocery flyers. Maybe like is a strong word. Need is better, as in I need to save money where I can.

My neighbor above me in apartment two typically gets most of the mail. I have yet to run into the person in apartment three, but according to their mail, their name is C. Levesque, and they have an overdue bill or two. But no bills today for me, Vicki Meyers, in apartment one, but I will take these two flyers. Thank you very much.

Directly under the last flyer is a postcard of the Rideau Canal in Ottawa, my hometown. Fear grips me, tight, like a hand around my throat. I can’t even touch it.

This is exactly the kind of thing he’d do to mess with my head. But how did he find me? I specifically didn’t get a phone, so he wouldn’t be able to call information or check online and locate me.

“Hey, is there any mail for me?”

The shock of her voice nearly causes me to drop my flyers, and I grab onto the radiator for support with my free hand. My upstairs neighbor stands in front of me on the landing. How did I not hear her coming?

“Are you okay? I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Yeah, sure. I was lost in my thoughts and didn’t hear you coming down the stairs.”

“Hey, is that a postcard from Ottawa?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it for me?”

“I don’t know.” She looks at me, waiting, or at least I assume she is since her eyes are hidden behind sunglasses. “Oh right. Sorry.” I flip it over. To Karen Ho. “Yeah. Here.” I’m too stunned to feel relief.

She takes it, gives it a quick look, and slips it into her purse. “My mom’s so funny. She knows I collect postcards from around the world, so she always sends me one, even from somewhere close by.”

“That’s nice of her,” I manage to say.

“Moms, right?”

“Yeah, moms.”

“Well, have a good day.”

“You too.” While she bounds out the door, ponytail swinging high, I retreat to my apartment and lock the door. Why am I shaking? Nothing happened. Kent didn’t send it. Relax. I brew some camomile tea, then pull out my sketch pad and draw. Breathe, Vicki, just breathe. Some people journal to express their feelings. I draw. My writing is messy, and my spelling is atrocious. No matter how hard I tried at school, my teachers always told me to try harder, so I came to hate writing. But drawing is different. My brain and hands work in unison, allowing me to release that which builds up inside me.

Today I sketch a woman with deep, hollow eyes. Don’t they say the eyes are a gateway to the soul? She has her head tilted slightly back, her body stiff, hands clenched into fists so tight that were she to open them, nail marks would be embedded in her palms. Her mouth opens for a scream, but instead of sound, she expels her life like a poison. From a distance, it looks like swirls but up close, you can see tiny shapes and figures of the shame and regret that haunt her.

Across from her, an extended hand, palm up and open, offers to lead her away. Is it her past, or is it her future?
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As I step outside into the crisp air of a September day, I wait on the landing until I hear the satisfying click of the front door lock. Not that I own anything worth stealing. Barely any furniture. No TV. No phone. My bed is a blow-up mattress with sheets from the thrift shop. I own two suitcases worth of clothes. If anyone steals anything, they are welcome to it as they are worse off than me. 

No, my fixation over the lock is about safety. The landlord assured me the building was secure, and by secure, he was referring to the flimsy lock on the outer door that leads to the three apartments. This type of lock keeps honest people out, not someone determined to get in. Someone motivated. Someone like Kent.

Obsessing comes quickly when I have too much time on my hands. I’m not sure if idleness is the root of evil, but it is the quickest route to the darkest corner of your mind. Fortunately, the animal shelter is within walking distance from my apartment, saving me the bus fare, and today is my first volunteer shift. All positions needed, the sign read, and had pictures of someone walking a dog, answering a phone, unloading a truck. Knowing nothing about animals, never having owned a pet, not even a fish, I am a bit nervous, but it seems there is office work I can do. I know as much about working in an office as I do about animals, but an office won’t bite me. Plus, the experience will only help me. Answering phones and filing would allow me to include clerical work on my resume and could lead to another part-time job or even a full-time one. A girl can dream.

Not that I am ungrateful for my waitressing job. But it is all I have ever done, and currently, I only work three days a week. They aren’t good shifts either. New employees work the Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday lunch and evening shifts. Not a lot of opportunities for big tips. A rapidly dwindling amount of money sits in a savings account, but I try not to dip into it. If Mom taught me anything, it was to always have an escape plan. She was right. My secret bank account allowed me to leave Kent.

As I begin to walk, I pull up the collar of my peacoat to brace myself against the wind. Yesterday was warm and sunny, but fall weather in Montreal is unpredictable. One day warm, one day cold. Up and down the thermostat like stocks in an unstable market. Luckily, I don’t have far to go.

The neighborhood quickly transitions from residential into an old industrial one, with narrow streets and cracked sidewalks. Some buildings are boarded up, others under renovation. The animal shelter is housed on the first floor of an old factory, its original purpose long abandoned. With red brick, sweeping arches, and large windows, the ghosts of overworked laborers, women weaving, and children knotting carpets hide in the interior. I enter through modern glass doors, functional but out of place against the arched entryway.

It smells a bit like pee, but compared to the outside, the inside is uplifting. The color on the walls is a surprisingly bold and fresh green, like early summer grass, and a big welcome sign hangs over the front desk. A cartoon silhouette of a cat head is on the wall in a bright blue with an arrow pointing left. My eyes turn in that direction, and sure enough, I see a wall of cat cages. Someone cleans one out while another holds a kitten and strokes it tenderly. The kitten nuzzles a grey and white head against the person’s cheek, and the volunteer kisses it on the head. I recognize the actions as soothing and maternal, even though I never experienced them myself.

A large bulletin board is mounted on the wall to the right of the welcome desk and is covered in Polaroids of people and animals. Furever Families reads the sign. Cute.

Stepping toward the person at the reception desk is when the nerves hit, nearly causing me to run. But I want to do this. I can do this. What are the three basic rules for entering a new social situation? Oh right. One: Back straight. Two: Head up. Three: Appear friendly.

Here goes nothing.

The person at reception looks up and smiles. “Good morning. How can I help you?”

“Hi,” I say with practiced brightness. “My name is Vicki. I’m here for my first volunteer shift.”

“Oh, fantastic,” she says as she stands up, placing a tiny dog with a big pink bow onto a pillow on the desk. She scratches the dog’s head. “Céline likes a good cuddle, don’t you, Céline?” The dog circles the cushion before laying down. “Céline here was found in a garbage bag, can you believe it? Some people, I swear. Okay. So, welcome. My name is Darcy. Come with me, and I’ll take you to the staff room. You can hang up your coat, grab some coffee if you want, and then one of our volunteers will give you the grand tour.”

“Sounds great. Thank you.”

I follow her down the hallway opposite the cats. Darcy is about three inches taller than me, with gorgeous red hair pulled back into a ponytail, a smattering of light freckles, and an athlete’s build. Everything about her is efficient and practical, from her clothes (faded jeans, a staff sweatshirt, and what I think are steel-toed boots) to her movements (economical and fast). She is a busy woman who doesn’t waste time. Her walk is naturally confident, and I can’t help but wonder what it is like to be so comfortable in your own skin.

We enter a room with a window overlooking a small, grassy, fenced-in yard. The room is warmer than the hallway and filled with the aroma of fresh coffee. There is a lunch table, a bulletin board, and a small kitchenette. On the opposite wall to the window stands a bank of lockers. A middle-aged woman with grey hair in a sleek bob hangs her coat up in a locker.

‘Hi, Mariam. You’re here already. Awesome. This is Vicki. She’s a new volunteer, and today is her first shift. I was hoping you could give her the grand tour since François won’t be in for another hour.” She turns to me. “François is our volunteer coordinator.”

“Good morning, Darcy. Of course, I can,” Mariam says, smiling at me and extending her arm for a handshake as Darcy exits the room. Mariam is a woman accustomed to wealth. Her hands are soft and well-manicured, and I can’t miss the sizable diamond ring and diamond-encrusted wedding band. Her clothes are functional for the shelter but well-tailored. Her broad smile, combined with how she leans toward me in genuine interest, makes her overall manner friendly, not ostentatious or flashy. I take her hand in mine. Remember eye contact, moderate pressure, confident poise.

“Sorry about the cold hands,” she says. “Leather gloves look nice, but they don’t keep you warm, do they?”

I’m pretty sure her question is rhetorical, so I smile and nod.

“Darcy introduced you in English, so I assume you want to speak English, or would you prefer French?”

“English.”

“Do you speak French?”

“I do. My mother’s French Canadian.”

“Oh, perfect. That makes things much easier. Are you from here?”

“No. Ottawa. My mom is originally from Northern Ontario. Sudbury. I won’t need to write in French, will I? We just spoke it at home. Especially when she was mad.” Oh my God, Vicki. Shut up. Remember, pause—deep breath.

“You’re so lucky to grow up in a bilingual home.”

“Yeah. Lucky.”

“Makes speaking two languages second nature. I need to translate everything in my head first. Now let’s find you a volunteer t-shirt. Hmm, what size are you? I recommend a bigger size to fit comfortably over your clothes.”

“Sure. Um, a medium, I guess.”

She opens a cupboard and pulls out a blue shirt with a white silhouette of a dog and cat on the front. Volunteer is written across the back. Miriam takes one out of her bag and pulls it on. I slip mine on too. She writes me a name tag, and my tour begins.

Mariam is chatty. Not only does she seem to know everything that goes on here, she knows all the staff and volunteers and fills me in on bits of their lives without being too gossipy. Her easy manner helps me to relax, and I no longer sound like a babbling idiot.

Within five minutes, I know that Mariam moved to Montreal from British Columbia ten years ago. Her parents are of Loyalist descent, though family lore suggests that they only fought for England in the American Revolution to obtain free land. Her husband came to Canada with his parents in the 1950s, and they were some of the first immigrants from Hong Kong. When she married her husband in the mid-sixties, it was quite unconventional.

I am more familiar with her ancestry than my own. Not only that, my personal history is less impressive. I am from a single-parent home and moved to Montreal for a fresh start after ending things with my boyfriend. All true. Just with the unpleasant details omitted. No one wants to hear them, and I am not looking for pity, so I redirect the conversation by asking if she has any children.

Mariam is the mother of four sons she is proud of and enjoys discussing, the youngest having just left for university. “So, we are empty nesters now,” she says, smiling. “When the right dog comes in here, I am going to snatch him up. Just don’t tell my husband.” She winks.

When the tour finishes, Darcy suggests I shadow Mariam for the remainder of the shift. That involves taking the dogs outside for a bathroom break and some playtime.

“Oh, um, I thought I could help with clerical work. You know, filing, answering phones, stuff like that. I don’t know anything about animals. I don’t think I’ll be much help.”

Mariam smiles and places a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’re not the first person to have no experience. I’ll show you what to do. And trust me, once you start working with the animals, you won’t want to do anything else.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“It’ll be fun. I promise. Now let’s not keep these cuties waiting.”

“Well, okay. I guess.” If today turns into a disaster, I won’t come back.

We walk through the kennel to the end of the farthest row to reach the first client of the day. A small placard with the dog’s name, breed, age, health issues, and temperament is attached to each pen. A colored sticker in the corner provides extra information for volunteers and staff. A green sticker means the dog can go to the play yard with other dogs. Red signifies they need to go alone, and yellow, check with staff.

I read the dog’s sign.

Gunner. Approx. five years old. Possible husky – pit bull mix. Found abandoned and starving in an empty apartment. He is looking for a home familiar with dogs that can work with him to rebuild trust.

A red sticker sits in the corner.

“Why does he have a red sticker? Is he going to bite us?”

“Oh no. Nothing like that. He is just very stressed out. But he is making progress. When he first came here, we couldn’t get him out of the pen at all.” Mariam opens the gate. “Hello, Gunner.” Her voice is gentle. “This is Vicki. We are going to take you for a walk. Sound like a plan?”

Gunner is a grey and white ball of fur, curled up in the corner, as far away from us as possible. He is not even on the dog bed, and despite Mariam’s coaxing, Gunner doesn’t move.

“Oh, Gunner,” Mariam sighs. “By the time someone found him, he was skin and bones. The floor covered in pee and poo. The poor guy would have died of dehydration had the toilet seat lid not been left up. He’s suffered abuse and was possibly used as a bait dog in fighting. He has significant scarring and is wary of everyone and everything. I don’t understand how anyone could do that.”

I do.

“Needless to say, we need to rebuild his trust. Then he’ll come out of his shell and find the home where he belongs.” She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a small bag, shaking it. “My secret weapon, just for Gunner. Beef jerky.”

“Come on, Gunner. Let’s go.” Her voice is still gentle but more commanding. She waves a piece of jerky in the air. Gunner’s head pops up, his nose sniffing. He gets up, stretches, then slowly walks over.

What a beautiful dog.

His snout and build are that of a husky. But, instead of a thick coat, Gunner’s fur is short, like a pit bull’s, along with floppy ears. His eyes, the color of a turquoise gemstone, assess us with trepidation.

Mariam hooks up the leash. “Would you like to take him?”

I take a fearful step back. “I’ve never walked a dog before.”

“Well honey, then it’s time you learned. Gunner is a good dog to learn on. He’s slow, and he never pulls.”

She holds out the leash and waits patiently for me to take it from her. I move as slowly as Gunner did but eventually take it. Mariam’s quiet persistence works on both untrusting dogs and humans, I guess.

We follow Mariam down the corridor, and with each step, my apprehension switches a little bit more towards excitement. Here I am, walking a dog! I contain it to a small smile. Gunner is less enthused, his head hanging low as if walking down death row.

Once outside, we enter the yard visible through the staff-room window. The lawn is bumpy, the grass dormant for winter. Three orange balls and a comically large plastic bone are scattered across the yard.

“Tell him to sit, unhook his leash, then say release.”

“Sit.”

Gunner sits with weary resignation.

I squat beside him to remove his leash and then scratch his head as Darcy had done to the tiny dog. “It’s okay, Gunner. You’re safe here. No one is going to hurt you now.”

He makes brief eye contact with me, doubt in his eyes. I’ve been fooled before, they say.

Touché. Me too.

“Release.”

He just sits there.

“Go on,” Mariam orders.

Gunner looks at her and sighs. Sighs. Then wanders across the yard to do his business.

“Here.” Mariam passes me some poop bags. “Always keep one in your pocket.”

At the end of the shift, I meet with the volunteer coordinator. François is a giant. Well beyond six feet, he towers over me. He’s pretty buff, too, and would not look out of place in a professional hockey team’s starting lineup. Mariam mentioned during my tour that he and Darcy were a couple. Otherwise, I might be tempted to seek some temporary comfort in his body. Instead, he asks what I would like to do. I think of all the clerical experience I could gain but somehow find myself telling him I enjoyed working with the dogs. Before I know it, I’m signed up for three shifts a week, all in the kennel.

I guess Mariam was right—one shift with the dogs, and you don’t want to do anything else. Too bad she couldn’t help me get the rest of my life sorted out.








