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The frozen edge of your love scrapes my skin,
So I await spring thaw,
and a new season to begin.

Jenna’s Poetry Journal.
November 25, 2001.  


The first taste Jenna had of pure freedom was gliding around the skating rink at the age of four. The scraping sound of blades on ice, the cold air on her skin, the smooth motion across the surface as if she were a flowing stream kept her motivated well into her teens. But more than five years had passed since Jenna last stepped onto a skating rink. She’d been too busy raising Abby to miss it, but today, as she skated outside under a November sun, that sensation of freedom came rushing back, giving her another reason to celebrate. Yes, today was perfect. 

“Momma, watch me,” said Abby.

Jenna watched as her four-year-old daughter tried to skate beside her. She was walking more than gliding but showed signs that she was beginning to push off, not only take steps. Not bad for only a few hours. Like her mom, the kid was a natural, and Jenna nearly burst with pride.

“How about we take a break and get a treat? Does hot chocolate sound good?”

“Hot chocolate? Yay!” Abby’s smile shone brighter than the sun, turning her red cheeks into two shiny little plums. Jenna would do anything to see that smile more often. Maybe now she would.

“Okay, let’s pretend we’re a train. You are at the front and need to steer us to the edge, so keep your feet straight. I’m the engine, so I’m going to push you.” Jenna bent over, placing her hands on Abby’s waist, and propelled them over to the side, where they stepped off the ice onto rubber mats and wove through the crowd toward the pavilion. The place buzzed with friends and families taking a break from holiday shopping to enjoy the beautiful day. Just like Jenna and Abby. Minus the shopping, the friends, and, of course, the family.

Not that Jenna had forgotten about shopping. Fortunately, Abby was too young to suspect that Jenna had brought her skating to discover her skate size from the rental pair. Skating would give them hours of free fun all winter. If Jenna had had access to the outdoor rinks like here in Montreal, she never would have come off the ice.

“Here you go, Abs, be careful; it’s hot.” Jenna passed her the cup, ensuring she had a secure grip.

“I know, Momma.”

“Okay, then follow me. Look for any open seats. If we’re lucky, we’ll find a spot with a table.”

Abby waddled past Jenna, marching like a penguin toward an open seat. Jenna sat down and pulled Abby onto her lap, shivering as the chilly metal seat pressed her cold jeans into her legs.

“Have I ever shown you how to toast someone?”

Abby shook her head.

“Well, you have a toast when you want to celebrate something. To do that, you tap your drinks together—very gently, though. Today we’re going to have a toast to our new business. We did it, Abs. We reached our goal of saving enough money to start the mobile dog grooming business. And after Christmas, no more daily dog walking. So, let’s have a toast to us and our future. Gently, remember.” Jenna tapped her cup against Abby’s, careful not to spill any. “To us,” Jenna said. “Now, have a sip.”

“Yay, Momma! I get to be the helper, right?”

“Of course.”

Abby took a sip of her drink. “Skating’s fun.”

“Isn’t it? I started when I was about the same age as you. Your mom was pretty good, you know. You should have seen me. I did all sorts of jumps and spins. Sometimes I would travel to different cities and towns to compete.”

“Were you the best? Did you win?”

“No, I never won, but twice I came in third. I stood on a podium and was presented with a medal and a bouquet.”

Jenna glowed as Abby’s mouth formed an O and looked at her like she’d won gold at the Olympics. “You won a medal?”

“Uh-huh.”

Jenna received a one-arm hug tight around the neck. “I’m so proud of you, Momma.”

“Why, thank you.” Too bad Abby wasn’t around in those days. Jenna could have used a cheering squad. She sipped her hot chocolate, but it wasn’t enough to prevent her from shivering. “You almost done? I’m getting cold. It’s time to get moving again.”

“Did your momma teach you to skate like you’re teaching me?”

“No. I took lessons.”

“Did she watch you complete?”

“Yes, she watched me compete. Complete is what you say when you finish a project or something like that.”

“Did she clap for you?”

“Did she clap? I’m not sure. I guess so. I was too busy focusing on my routine to notice.” Abby didn’t need to know Jenna’s parents reserved clapping for first place only. “Let’s get back on the ice before our time runs out on these rental skates, and I’ll show you some moves.”

“Can I try them too?”

“Maybe after some more lessons.”

Abby hopped off her lap, stumbling as her blades hit the rubber. The remnants of her hot chocolate spilled down her coat. She looked down at the stain like it was a bullet wound. “Momma!” Her cry was pure anguish.

“It’s okay, sweety. We’ll wash your coat as soon as we get home. It’ll be as good as new.” Even as Jenna said it, she knew it would fall on deaf ears because Abby literally cried over spilled milk, especially when, God forbid, it landed on her. The napkin Jenna pulled out of her pocket to wipe at the chocolate did nothing. She always carried a change of clothes for Abby, but they were in the rental locker and didn’t include a winter coat. Why had she thought hot chocolate was a good idea? She knew better. She should have seen this coming.

Abby’s panicked wail fired into Jenna’s brain with the impact of a nail gun. And, of course, people turned to stare. Jenna avoided making eye contact with any onlooker, tired of tight-lipped smiles conveying pity. Typically, strangers believed her to be a babysitter out of her depths. Even other mothers—a group Jenna had once hoped to commiserate with—provided little support. It seemed her young age made people uncomfortable. So Jenna kept her head down and focused on what needed to be done. There at the skating rink and in her daily life.

“Come on, Abby, we came here to skate. Let’s get back on the ice.” Unless her daughter calmed down, her asthma would kick into gear. Jenna attempted to appease her by arranging Abby’s rainbow scarf over the spill. “There we go, no one can see the spill.” But it was no use. Jenna reached into her pocket and pulled out Abby’s inhaler, giving it a shake as a person-shaped shadow was cast upon them.

“It looks like you’re in over your head with your sister. Where are your parents? I’ll go find them for you,” the woman standing over Jenna said.

Jenna didn’t bother turning to face the condescending woman. “How would I know? I haven’t seen them in years. This is my daughter, and I can handle it myself.”

“Oh. Well. Suit yourself,” the woman snapped. “That’s what you get for trying to be helpful these days.”

Jenna knew she’d walked away because the shadow lifted. Unfortunately, she’d left a grey cloud hovering over Jenna. Why don’t people mind their own business?

She swallowed down her frustration before speaking to Abby. “Abs, take a puff and calm down, then I’ll show you how to do a twirl, okay?” Abby’s eyes brimmed with panic as her wheezing intensified. She clutched at her chest, pulling her jacket away from her body as if that would provide her with more air. “Abs,” Jenna calmly tried again, hoping her soft voice hid her fear. “You know what to do.”

This time Abby nodded, so Jenna held the inhaler up to her mouth. “One…two…three…deep breath.” Abby sucked in as Jenna pumped the dispenser, giving her one, then two puffs. Within seconds, Abby’s shoulders relaxed, and her face no longer showed distress. “There you go, kiddo. Better now?”

Wiping at her tears with rainbow mittens, she gave Jenna a weak nod before getting pulled into a hug.

“I want to spin now, Momma. You promised.”

Jenna took a deep breath, wondering if they should leave. Their rental time was nearly up, anyway. But she’d promised, and leaving early would ruin Abby’s day. Hers too if she were being honest. “You’re right. I promised. Let’s go.” She stood and took Abby’s hand, skating them both toward the emptiest corner of the rink. “All right. Stand in front of me and hold up one of your arms.” Abby did as directed, then Jenna grasped her extended hand and spun her in slow circles.

“Faster, faster.”

“That’s fast enough. You need to learn to move your head correctly, so you don’t get dizzy.”

“Show me a jump now, Momma. Pleeeeease.”

A jump. Oh, how she’d love to jump. “It’s been a few years since I’ve done anything like that. I don’t want to fall.” But as Jenna spoke, the excitement of executing a jump began to build. Old routines played out in her mind as she remembered the sensation of spinning through the air.

“Please, Momma, please.” Abby wrapped her waist in a bear hug and looked up, her eyes imploring Jenna to jump.

“Okay. But something easy.” Jenna extracted herself from Abby’s grip and moved her off to the side. “The first one I learned to do was the Bunny Hop. I’ll show you that one.” It was a far cry from a double axel, but better to start out small than risk falling.

“I can hop like a bunny,” Abby said, holding her hands up and bending her fingers into paws. From a stationary position, she jumped less than half an inch and, luckily, landed on her feet. “See, I can do it.”

“Excellent, and you stuck the landing perfectly. What I learned was a bit different from that. Let me see if I can remember. Stay here. I’m going to skate away because I need some space.”

Abby watched intensely as Jenna skated backward a few meters and stopped. She closed her eyes, visualizing the motion. Then she opened them and nodded at Abby. “Okay, here I come.”

Taking a few strides, she balanced on her left leg while drawing her right leg forward and high in a skipping motion. Next, her left foot kicked off the ice, and she landed on her right toepick before pushing off with her left blade and stopping beside Abby. “Well, there will be no medal today, but boy, was that fun.”

“Let me try.”

“I think you’ll need some more lessons. Why don’t we keep skating around, but first—” Jenna grabbed Abby and spun her around.

“Yay, again.”

Jenna repeated the spin, loving Abby’s ear-to-ear grin as the dirty coat and asthma attack were forgotten. Too bad that nosy woman couldn’t see this. There wasn’t much to pass judgment on now.

“All right, Abs. That’s all for today. Let’s go. I’m so cold my nose has gone numb.” Jenna tried to wiggle her nose. “Is it still on my face? I can’t feel it.”

Abby laughed. “Of course it is, silly.”

“Thank goodness.” Jenna kicked off, moving ahead, holding out her hand so Abby could grab it.

“One, two, three, bunny hop,” Abby said behind her.

Before Jenna realized what was happening, her left leg shot forward, leaving the ice, followed by her right. She hung suspended in the air for one microsecond as if frozen in time while a montage of possibilities played out in her mind. From prior experience, Jenna knew that no matter the mistake, all you needed to do was stick the landing. Do that, and your recovery will merit accolades. Forgiveness.

If you fall, your mistake will never be forgotten. Not only will you carry the shame, you risk losing everything.
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Bone, more like wood than stone.
Pain, a place where I'm alone.
Fate, the seeds already sown
From mistakes I can't atone.
Hope, something I've outgrown.

 Jenna’s Poetry Journal. 
November 26, 2001.


Abby skipped along the sidewalk as if it were a glorious summer’s day, not a dreary November afternoon. Dark grey clouds threatened snow, and a cold wind penetrated Jenna’s winter coat, causing her to shiver, despite the effort required to lug home a week’s worth of groceries. Who needed the gym? She couldn’t wait to make a cup of chamomile tea and relax for two minutes. 

“Come on, Momma, skip with me.”

“Sorry, Abs. Not right now.” Not only did every bone in her body still ache from her spectacular fall at the ice rink yesterday, her broken wrist throbbed like crazy, and her backpack full of groceries added too much weight. But boy, she would skip if she could. It would be the perfect expression of her excitement over tonight’s events.

The local animal shelter Jenna volunteered at had been invited onto a community news segment where they would highlight the work of the shelter and introduce two of the dogs. Jenna would not only groom the dogs, she would also escort one of them onto the broadcast.

Her broken wrist might slow her down, but she’d paid extra for the waterproof cast, and Abby could always help out. With the plans for her grooming business falling into place, nothing was going to stop her from being on TV tonight. The marketing potential was too important.

“Wait for me at the lights,” Jenna called out as Abby approached the intersection.

Abby stopped, turned to Jenna, and pointed across the street. Her face awash with confusion. Weird, thought Jenna. Then, as she joined Abby at the corner, she, too, needed a moment to process the scene. A large crowd stood on the street in front of their apartment building. Some Jenna recognized as fellow tenants, others, likely onlookers drawn in by two firetrucks. Firetrucks. Her mouth went dry as they waited for the light to change. Jenna pushed the walk button repeatedly. “Come on, come on, come on.”

“Momma, what happened? What’s wrong?”

“I’m not sure yet. I don’t see a fire or smell smoke.” That had to be a good sign, right? Jenna took Abby’s hand, as much for her own comfort as for Abby’s, and gave it a quick squeeze when the light changed. “Let’s go figure this out.”

They wound their way through the crowd, reaching the front and spotting Lawrence, the superintendent. The closer they got, the tighter fear coiled in Jenna’s chest. She couldn’t afford renter’s insurance. What would they do if they lost everything?

“What happened? What’s going on?” she asked Lawrence, hoping for Abby’s sake she kept the panic out of her voice.

His tight, nervous smile made her stomach sink into her boots, and that coil of fear in her chest nearly sprung. “We were doing some work in 301 when we hit a water line. The fire truck is here to make sure we didn’t damage a gas line as well.”

Jenna swallowed down some panic, but not much. She and Abby lived in 201. “So we can go in soon? Providing the gas line is okay?”

“Well, that’s the thing, Jenna.” He took a long drag from this cigarette, drawing out the rising tension. “We didn’t realize the leak right away, so part of the plaster ceiling in your bathroom, well, it disintegrated and fell into your tub.”

“How big was the leak? Is my place flooded?”

“No, no, nothing like that.” He waved his hands dismissively. If he intended to calm her down, it didn’t work. “We can clean up the mess and put a tarp up for now, but as we investigated the leak, we found another two. Small ones, really. Slow drips, that kind of thing. Don’t forget, these are old buildings around here. Stuff like this happens. Parts wear out. But in this case, with the slow leaks, well, it turns out we have quite a mold problem. The black stuff, the dangerous kind, so the city’s told us we’re going to have to do substantial repairs. Is there anywhere you can stay for a while?”

“What?” Panic gripped her, dislodging painful memories of fearful nights on the street from where she kept them locked away. She’d rather take her chances with black mold. “You can’t kick us out.”

He raised his hands as if to calm a wild animal. “No, no, not exactly. Like I said, we can put a tarp over the hole. You can stay there until the work starts, hopefully, next week, then I’m afraid you’ll have to move out.” He took another drag before blowing a long stream of smoke above her head. “The thing is, this place is full. Luckily, the owner has another place further out, in Dorval. You can stay there until the work is done.”

“Dorval? I can’t move there.” She couldn’t commute in from the suburbs. The logistics of organizing Abby and preschool and work and dog walking seemed impossible. “That’s not enough time to find a new place.” Her voice grew higher in pitch with each word while panic boiled in her stomach like soup.

Abby squeezed her arm, and Jenna felt her move behind her, hiding. She took a deep breath, not wanting to pass on any more fear to Abby.

“If you do decide to move, and I totally understand if you do, we’ll give you a great reference,” he said as if that gave her any solace. “Along with your last month’s rent deposit.”

“Of course you will, since it’s not our choice to move out. Don’t make it sound like you’re doing us a favor.”

“I’m really sorry.”

Jenna knew it wasn’t his fault. Well, maybe the pipe, but not the mold. Unfortunately, sorry wasn’t going to find them a place to live. It wasn’t fair. Why now? If this had happened once her mobile dog grooming business was up and running, they could have stayed temporarily in the RV she planned to convert. She struggled to think of what to do next. “When do we have to let you know if we will take the apartment in Dorval?”

“As soon as possible, I guess.”

“Of course. But I need a day or two to figure things out.”

Lawrence nodded.

“What’s going to happen, Momma? Where are we going to live?”

Jenna gave Abby what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “We’ll find a place, don’t worry.” Jenna would do enough of that for both of them.

A firefighter waved Lawrence over, and he walked away, leaving Jenna standing helplessly in the crowd. She felt powerless and small and placed a finger on her left lower eyelid to stop it from twitching. Of course, they would get through this. They had to. It’s not like they were given a choice. The only option was to keep moving forward. Day after day after long tiring day.

“How should I do my hair for TV tonight?” she asked Abby to distract her. “Should I wear my hair up or down?”

“Down, Momma, down, so we can see the blue at the ends.” Abby moved in front of Jenna, standing on her toes and reaching up to gently tug on her hair. “It’s so pretty. You should make all your hair blue, not just the ends. Mine too.” Abby scratched at her head through her hat. “No. Make mine pink. Please, please, please.”

“Hmm. How about we start with one highlight at the front?”

“Yay. You’re the best mom ever.” Abby jumped up and down before hugging Jenna so tightly that she nearly fell over. Catching her balance, she gave her daughter a tight squeeze in return. Abby’s enthusiasm and energy proved contagious. They were so close to a new life. Jenna refused to let anything derail her plans. Hell, if the threat of being homeless again didn’t motivate her, nothing would.


      [image: ]Later that day, Jenna arrived at the animal shelter with Abby trailing behind her, clinging to her coat. She’d made the decision to focus on her living situation later. Her priority was to convince Darcy, the animal shelter manager, that her broken wrist would not prevent her from grooming the dogs and appearing on the news. She took a deep breath as she pulled the door open, steeling herself for questions.

“Oh no. What happened to you?” Darcy, the shelter manager, asked before the door closed behind them. The bright pink cast was hard to miss. Darcy walked around the reception desk, her red ponytail swinging in time with her steps. She stopped in front of Jenna, her green eyes wide, awaiting an answer.

“It’s no big deal. I fell skating yesterday. Luckily, it’s just my wrist. I can still use my hand.” Jenna wiggled her fingers slightly. Thank you, painkillers.

“Oh, poor you, and let me guess, Abby chose the color for the cast.”

“She did, right, Abs?” Abby nodded against Jenna’s back, unusually shy. The shelter was one of her favorite places, but the last couple of days had been stressful, to say the least.

Darcy squatted down to talk to her. “Well, I hope you told your mom not to worry about grooming the dogs. One of us here can give them a brush. They’re so cute that’s all they’ll need.”

“Momma said I could be her helper.”

“She did? I bet you’re great at that. Tell you what, why don’t you grab a dog treat from the jar and visit Cookie. François taught her a new trick, and I’m sure he’d love to show you.”

“Okay,” Abby said, releasing her death grip on Jenna’s coat. She stepped around the desk, selected a treat, then skipped down the hall into François’ office.

Jenna then headed into the lunchroom, acutely aware of Darcy on her heels. She could have done without the audience while struggling with her coat.

“Need a hand?”

Only if you have a place to live. “It’s okay, thanks. The cast sometimes gets stuck on the lining.” Finally, she wriggled free and hung it up. “Unfortunately, I had to cut part of the cuff. Hopefully, I can sew it back together once my arm has healed.” Jenna doubted Darcy cared about the lining of her coat, but she longed to keep the conversation from turning toward her ability to groom the dogs. “Thanks for letting Abby give a treat to Cookie.”

“No, thank you. François needs someone to show that trick to. I can only see it so many times.” Darcy poured herself a glass of water, then took a deep breath. Here it comes, thought Jenna, and awaited Darcy’s insistence she return home. “So, what are you doing here? You should be at home resting.”

“It’s a waterproof cast.”

“No way. I can’t let you work with an injury.”

“Sure, you can. I want to.” It was more of a need than a want but close enough to the truth. After nearly four years of working as a groomer for someone else, the time had come to move on and work for herself. That’s what she’d been working toward for the past few years. Jenna started at Purrty Pets doing nothing more than cleaning until Margaret, a groomer near retirement, took her under her wing and provided her with on-the-job training. Volunteering at the shelter had also been Margaret’s idea, and it had been a good one. The shelter let Jenna, though she had little experience, groom the dogs, and she’d improved quickly. It paid off, too. When Margaret retired, Jenna took over her position.

At the time, Jenna couldn’t believe her good fortune. Even years later, whenever Jenna smelled Chanel no. 5, she was taken back to that day in the Purrty Pet’s office, when Marie, the owner, shook her hand after completing all the paperwork for her new job. But now she needed more than a barely-above-minimum-wage job, and grooming the dogs for the news show would be a golden addition to her portfolio.

All she had to do now was buy an RV. Once that was taken care of, step one on her checklist could be marked as completed, and her mobile dog grooming business would be set into motion. She couldn’t wait.

“I don’t know about this,” Darcy said, snapping Jenna back to the present and the problem at hand.

“Honestly, Darcy, it will be fine. Abby can bring me supplies and help out if I run into trouble.” Jenna watched Darcy finish her glass of water and then wash it, as if stalling for time. Was she going to say no?

“Okay, but don’t be afraid to ask for help if you need it. I mean it.” Darcy placed her glass on the drying rack and walked over to the door, unaware of Jenna’s fist pump behind her back. “I’ll send Luna to you shortly. She’s the calmer of the two. Why people adopt huskies without researching the breed’s energy level is beyond me. If I had a dollar for every husky dropped off…” she mumbled as they exited the lunchroom.

Darcy returned to the reception desk while Jenna walked swiftly through the kennel to reach the grooming station. Jenna hated passing the pens of sad dogs, so she proceeded as quickly as possible, avoiding eye contact. Anyone who said dogs didn’t have emotions should volunteer at an animal shelter. It was all in the eyes, so full of hurt and disbelief. Is that what her eye’s revealed when her parents had dropped her off at the bus station, pregnant, scared, and alone?

As the door to the grooming room swung shut behind her, so did her trip down memory lane. The past needed to remain in the past. The present mattered now, and inside the grooming room, Jenna could focus on exactly that. There she had confidence. She excelled at her job and knew it. Her clients knew it. Her boss knew it, yet never gave her a raise.

Why? Had Jenna done something…Stop. Her mind spun faster than her best corkscrew spin, and she needed to nip her downward spiral in the bud. She’d done nothing wrong. Her boss never gave her a raise because she was cheap. That’s all and her negative self-talk wouldn’t help, at least according to all those self-help books at the library. So instead, Jenna rhymed. Raise. Phase. Malaise. A secret poet, she wrote every night before bed as a way to express her emotions. But during the day, thinking of rhymes calmed her down when her mind raced. Not a perfect strategy, but she couldn’t afford therapy. Praise. Phrase. Ways. Haze. Daze. Days. Pays. “Despite all the praise, she won’t give me a raise. So I’m going to quit one of these days.”

The door swung open, and in walked Vicki, another volunteer. Jenna’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. What if Vicki had heard her? Not that Vicki was the type to tease. Jenna didn’t know her all that well, but she worked hard, was eager to help, and always had a smile for her and Abby.

“Hey, Jenna. A little bird told us your apartment is flooded, and you don’t have anywhere to live. Is that right?”

Oh God, what was Abby telling everyone? “Sort of.” Her stomach knotted all over again as she gave Vicki the Sparks Notes version of her apartment dilemma.

“Well, I don’t know if you’re interested, but there’s an empty apartment in my building. It’s close to here and the metro.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. My friend moved out a few weeks ago, and as far as I know, the landlord hasn’t leased it out yet. Plus, even if he has, it won’t be until January because, to break her lease, she agreed to pay for December. At least that will give you more time to find a new place if necessary.”

“Oh my God, that would be amazing. Yes, I’m interested. Thank you so much.” Jenna fought the urge to jump up and down as Abby did when excited. Then reality hit. “Wait. How much is it? I’m on a fixed budget.”

“That makes two of us. As much as I love my job, things are tight,” Vicki said, then proceeded to provide Jenna with the rental details, including the fact that it came with a couch, which was perfect because the apartment Jenna rented now was semi-furnished, and she’d be leaving the couch behind.

Jenna couldn’t believe it. Cheaper and bigger. It sounded too good to be true. But since Vicki lived there herself, Jenna doubted she’d lie about it. What purpose would that serve? “That sounds amazing. We’ll take it.”

Vicki’s eyes opened wide. “Don’t you want to see it first?”

Ideally, yes, Jenna would prefer to view it, but this was far from an ideal situation. Desperate times and all that. “Honestly, I don’t have a choice. Our need is immediate. The owner offered us a place in Dorval, but there’s no way I can manage the commute. I know it’s not that far, but with Abby and the dog walking, all that extra time and distance might kill me.”

“That would be a challenge,” Vicki said, although Jenna doubted she understood just how big. “Well, I’m glad this worked out.”

“Yeah, me too.” That tight little knot in her chest loosened slightly, and it felt like she could breathe for the first time since she’d rounded the corner and spotted the fire trucks.

“Give me your number before you leave tonight, and I’ll pass it on to the landlord and tell him you’re subletting from Stephanie for December. I’ll also ask if he’s leased it yet.” She walked out, passing Abby and François.

“Momma, you should see Cookie’s new trick.”

Jenna smiled at her daughter. “Another time. Right now, we have work to do.”

“I’m the sistant,” Abby said to François.

“Well, if you are as skilled at dog grooming as you are at helping Cookie practice her trick, Luna and Blizzard are in good hands.” He held up his hand for a high five, and Abby jumped up to smack it. “I’ll be right back with Luna.”

“Come on, Abs,” Jenna said, standing in front of a cabinet. “Can you help me grab the supplies?”

They had just finished putting the supplies near the tub when they heard François trying to convince a reluctant Luna to keep moving. Jenna opened the door to a very obstinate dog and a frustrated François. Clearly, Luna wanted no part of this and laid down.

“How do they know?” François asked, shaking his head, nearly causing Jenna to laugh. François was a few inches over six feet and probably over two hundred pounds, but he was no match for the forty-pound husky.

“Abs, you know what to do,” Jenna said. Luna wasn’t the first reluctant dog they’d encountered.

She nodded and pulled a doggy treat out of her apron pocket, waving it back and forth. “Here Luna, treat-treat.”

Luna still didn’t budge, forcing Jenna to pull out her secret weapon—a piece of salmon jerky. She passed it to Abby.

“Look, Luna. Yummy, yummy.” Abby licked her lips and rubbed her belly.

Luna’s nose began to twitch, and her head popped up. Abby gave her a tiny piece before backing up with Luna following her like she was the Pied Piper.

Jenna took over and guided the dog up the ramp and into the sink. As soon as Jenna secured her to the grooming restraint, she fed Luna the last piece of jerky. “Good girl, Luna. You’re so brave.”

Jenna began washing her, all the while talking to her in a calming tone, but with the dog’s howling, anyone would think she was torturing the poor girl. “Come on, Luna, I’m not hurting you,” Jenna said soothingly, hoping to relax the dog. Normally, Jenna didn’t mind howling, but today it hit like a shock wave, reverberating from her head down into the fingers of her injured arm. Frustration and pain clawed at her throat, and she longed to join Luna in disgruntled howling.

Finally, the bath was done. “Okay, Luna, time for a blow-dry.” Jenna popped a calming cap over Luna’s head, making her howl louder, and the blow dryer wasn’t turned on yet. Jenna held a finger to her twitching eye, told herself it would all be worth it, and turned the dryer on. “Want to help me, sweety?”

“No,” Abby yelled over the noise of the blow dryer, sitting on a stool beside Jenna. “Is she part wolf?”

“No. Huskies like to howl too. It’s how they communicate. What do you think she’s saying?”

“I don’t feel good.”

“Oh. That’s interesting. I think she’s calling out to the other dogs, warning them to stay away and not get tricked by the lure of salmon jerky. Watch out. It’s a trap.”

Poor Luna. This was not the first time Jenna had worked on her. The first time they met, Luna was a new arrival. Two hikers had found her and brought her in. She was dirty, her fur all matted, and her nails too long. Jenna worked on her for hours. No wonder she hated baths. And maybe Jenna too. But no matter. Any abandoned dog immediately had a place in Jenna’s heart.

“Almost done, sweet girl. Hang in there. All you need is a quick nail trim and your pretty, new collar. You need to look your best tonight.” Jenna fed her another piece of jerky and quickly trimmed her nails. “Abs, can you run to the counter and find Luna’s collar? You’ll like it. It’s bright pink. Luna and I will match.”

“Okay,” Abby said, sounding unusually tired.

How odd. She loved helping out. “You okay, Abs?”

“No. I told you. I don’t feel good.” As soon as she passed Jenna the collar, she sat on the floor in a sad, little lump. Jenna had assumed she’d been talking about Luna.

“You didn’t eat a dog treat, did you?”

“Noo-wa.” Her exaggeration of the word made Jenna feel foolish for asking, but if she hadn’t eaten one before, Jenna wouldn’t have mentioned it.

“Well, sit tight. I won’t be much longer.” She couldn’t be, even if she wanted to. The pain in her hand and wrist was intense. She needed more painkillers…which were in her bag…oh no. Oh, please, no. I’m such an idiot. She turned to Abby, keeping her voice as calm as possible. “Abs, honey, you didn’t eat anything from my bag, did you? Any candy?” The painkillers didn’t look like candy to her, but maybe to a four-year-old? Jenna gripped the metal sink as her knees began to shake. Luna stopped howling and licked Jenna’s face. Even the dog knew something was wrong and tried to comfort her.

“No. I didn’t eat anything. I want to go home.”

“You’re sure?” She prayed her voice didn’t sound shaky.

“Yes, Momma. Can we go now?” An exasperated Abby put her head on her knees.

Jenna took a deep breath, wiping sweat from her brow as the panic subsided. Luna gave her another lick, so she cupped the dog’s head and gave her a kiss before removing the comfort cap. She smelled clean and warm, like a freshly washed blanket that Jenna wanted to wrap herself in. “Luna’s all done. I’ll take her to Darcy. Once I’m finished with Blizzard, we can rest in the lunchroom until we leave for the TV studio.”

“I don’t want to go there. I want to go home.”

Jenna clipped Luna’s leash on her and led her down from the tub. Directing the dog toward Abby, Jenna squatted and had Luna sit, hoping the now-happy Luna would cheer Abby up.

But one look at Abby’s pale face and her heart sank. Jenna placed her cheek against Abby’s forehead. Shit. She was burning up. The realization that Jenna needed to take her home nearly knocked her down. Her shoulders drooped from the weight of frustration, worry, and disappointment. She’d dragged herself into the shelter on a day when she had a broken wrist and a damaged apartment for what? Would it be wrong to have her wait? Maybe a quick nap would help. Her coat would be a warm and soft temporary bed.

An angry rumble emanated from Abby’s stomach.

Oh no.

Jenna’s head dropped. “I’ll be quick. Just going to hand off Luna to Darcy. Hang on, kiddo. Come on, Luna.”

Luna didn’t require any encouragement. She bolted out of the grooming room so fast that she nearly dislocated Jenna’s shoulder. And the way things were going lately, that wouldn’t have been surprising.

“Here we are, Darcy. I present you with the beautiful Luna.”

“Oh, look at you,” said Darcy, scratching Luna under the chin. “Everyone is going to want you, sweet girl.”

“Great job,” said Vicki. “And here’s my information, with the address to the building if you want to check it out on your way home.”

“Thanks.” Jenna took the paper and stuck it in her pocket, then wrote out her number for Vicki.

“Ready for Blizzard?” Darcy asked.

Jenna smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry, but I can’t, and it’s not my wrist.” Even though it hurt like crazy. “Abby is super pale, and I think she has a fever. I need to take her home.”

“Oh no. That’s too bad,” said Darcy. “You’re going to miss the news.”

“I know, and I’m so sorry for letting you down tonight. I’m sure you can find someone to help you.” Sorry didn’t begin to sum up how this was letting her down.

“Don’t be. You just take care of that sweet, little kiddo. We’ll manage.”

Negative self-talk did a little dance in her head to the tune of you’re easily replaced, and no one would miss you, but she tuned it out as best she could.

Darcy stood and took the leash. “Vic, can you take over for me? I’m going to tell François to get Blizzard ready, so I can drive Jenna and Abby home.”

“We’re fine on the bus. You won’t have time.”

Darcy glanced at her watch, then dismissed Jenna’s concern with a wave of her hand. “There’s plenty of time,” she said and marched off down the hall with Luna.

“Is there anything I can help you with for the move?” Vicki asked.

“Help? Oh. No, but thanks.” Her offer completely caught Jenna off guard. She’d become accustomed to doing everything by herself. “There’s not much to pack. It won’t take me long. And besides, you’ve already been a huge help by telling me about the apartment.”

Vicki smiled. “Well, if you change your mind, don’t hesitate to ask. And if you can’t find movers, I know a couple of art students with a pickup truck.”

Jenna thanked her again, then returned to the grooming room to find Abby lying down on the cold floor. She attempted to pick her up but couldn’t, thanks to the cast—that stupid freaking cast. If Abby hadn’t tripped her, there would have been no cast. If Abby wasn’t sick, she could have been on the news. If Abby had never been—Jenna stopped herself, her jaw clenched so tight, she’d be lucky to have any teeth left. Teeth. Wreath. Underneath. Heath. Keith. What kind of mother was she? Abby didn’t deserve blame for any of this. “Come on, string bean. Darcy is going to drive us home.”

“Okay,” she said weakly, without asking if Cookie was coming. Wow. She must be very sick.

Jenna had Abby wait in the hall while she ran into the lunchroom to grab her coat. It took less than thirty seconds, but by the time she re-entered the hallway, Abby’s body had begun convulsing, forcing up everything in her stomach, leaving the poor child standing in a puddle of vomit. A considerable amount of which landed on her boots.

Jenna rushed over, giving Abby a reassuring squeeze while reaching for her inhaler and bracing for the forthcoming hysteria. At first, Abby was motionless, her mouth open in a silent scream, like a paused movie. Then, with the force of a hurricane, came the sobs.

Staff and volunteers emerged from all directions. Vicki flew past them into the lunchroom, returning with a roll of paper towels, bending down to clean up her vomit.

“Don’t worry about the mess,” Vicki said kindly. “Just get her home.”

Jenna nodded, taking some paper towels to wipe off Abby’s boots. “There we go, all clean. You can relax now, okay?” Too late. Jenna heard the tell-tale wheezing, causing her head to drop. When could she cry? When could someone take care of her?

Functioning on autopilot, Jenna administered a puff of the inhaler to her daughter. Then another. As Abby’s breathing returned to normal, Jenna felt a hand on her shoulder. Darcy. “I can carry her to the car.”

“That’s kind, but I don’t want her to vomit on you. She can walk.”

“Okay. In that case, I’m going to bring the car up to the door. I’ll be just a minute.” Darcy jogged away and had the car at the door before Jenna and Abby reached it. A volunteer Jenna didn’t recognize passed her a plastic bag and a puppy pee pad for the journey. Jenna gave Abby’s hand a squeeze. Please let us make it home before the next round of vomiting. Please. She deserved that much. Didn’t she?


      [image: ]Jenna’s dinner consisted of animal-shaped pasta while Abby slept on the couch. In front of her a small garbage can sat atop the pee pad. She’d thrown up once since arriving, right as they walked in the door. Jenna caught most of it thanks to her cat-like reflexes with the plastic bag, but some of it hit the floor and sunk into the cracks of the old hardwood. Jenna didn’t have a clue how to clean that up.

After that, Jenna changed Abby into her pajamas and made her a bed on the couch. She slept like a little sweaty log; her blond curls matted to her forehead.

Then, at six-thirty, Jenna turned on the TV and adjusted the bunny ears until the channel became watchable. Once the serious news finished, the shelter segment began, and Jenna watched with a broken heart as Darcy walked onto the set with Blizzard and Luna, one leash in each hand instead of one for her and one for Jenna. No pictures for advertising. No testimonials. No exposure. Just the hands of poverty refusing to release their painful grip.
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