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For Coraline

Years rolled on again, and Wendy had a daughter.

This ought not to be written in ink but in a golden splash.

—J. M. Barrie






Sometimes life is hard. Things go wrong. And in life, and in love, and in business, and in friendship, and in health and in all the other ways that life can go wrong, and when things get tough, this is what you should do: MAKE GOOD ART.

—Neil Gaiman, University of the Arts, Class of 2012, Commencement Address








1 First Days


My daughter arrived at her first day of kindergarten with a backpack full of donated supplies. Our morning had been the usual rush to get her hair brushed without too much resistance or screaming, and teeth brushed without me needing to watch, allowing me a moment to take huge gulps of hot coffee while I stared at the day planner lying open on the counter. Now Emilia reached up to hold my hand, eyes fixed on the line of buses across the field. Children ran toward the school, their new backpacks dangling from their elbows, nearly touching the freshly mowed grass. Several broke away in the direction of the large playground that was one of our favorite places to spend summer afternoons. Most of the kids slowed as they reached the asphalt behind the school, crowding together where I assumed there must be a back door to the gymnasium.

As I started to move in that direction, Emilia’s small, sweaty hand clutched mine more tightly. I knelt down to look her in the eye and grinned. Emilia had been so excited about her first-day-of-school outfit that she’d worn it to bed. Her babysitter told me about it when I had arrived home at 10 p.m., exhausted after my own first day of classes for my senior year of college. I’d smiled when I saw the outfit she had chosen. It was the same one she’d worn pretty constantly lately, a brightly colored leotard I’d bought her the year before for the preschool she had attended at a gymnastics center. The stretchy material seemed to perfectly fit her determination to never stop moving.

This morning she’d added a maroon zip-up hoodie with gray letters across the front that spelled GRIZ, the mascot for the University of Montana. I had rescued it from a lost-and-found. Those sweatshirts were a dime a dozen in my town.

“You okay?” I asked, resisting the urge to rub her shoulders. She nodded in response. Most of my experience with parenting her was spent alone, so I felt like I knew my kid pretty well. Emilia wasn’t the type to want hugs of reassurance. I reached up to try to push her hood down so I could gently smooth her hair. She dodged and I didn’t persist, choosing instead to stand up again, watching the kids, some chasing each other and some going back and forth on swings.

Emilia had had a rough few days. She’d spent only a week with her dad this summer and said goodbye to him a few days before. The geographical distance between them had been my doing. Life in close proximity to her dad, Jamie, had become unbearably unhealthy and so I made the difficult decision two years ago to move us more than five hundred miles away to Missoula, Montana. Jamie became abusive soon after I told him that I was pregnant seven years ago, and his cruelty had escalated when I said I wasn’t getting an abortion. He took every opportunity since then to tear me down with words and threats of violence, not hiding his joy over my struggles, and expressing resentment and anger for any amount of success I experienced. Our parenting agreement included a paragraph outlining that his time with our daughter was limited due to his history of domestic violence. I had stared at those words, reading them over and over. I’d fought tirelessly for his abuse to be acknowledged by the courts and I still found it hard to trust that I had finally been believed.

Jamie had promised Emilia she could come visit him for a month over the summer, but as usual, he broke as many promises as he made, and then it became my responsibility to break my kid’s heart by telling her he wouldn’t follow through. Instead of finding child care for that summer, he said his teenage brother (who didn’t drive) could fly up and watch Emilia, or maybe his coworker’s wife could help out for a few hours a day at her house all the way across town. None of his plans made any sort of logical sense. It was like he thought our kid was already in middle school instead of turning six that summer.

I forced him to tell her himself that he’d shortened her visit to a week because he couldn’t find a babysitter, and that she wasn’t getting the new bike he’d promised her, either. He didn’t call often, but before Emilia’s visit all he had talked about was that he planned to teach her how to ride a bike. He promised her a pink bicycle with a basket and one of those doll-size seats you can attach to the back. Emilia drew pictures of it at preschool and between the pages of notes I took in class. Her preschool teacher beamed when Emilia talked about how excited she was. I didn’t have the heart to lean over to the teacher and say in a low voice that the father Emilia adored was an emotionally abusive asshole.

After the disappointments at the start of her summer, I tried my best to talk up what we could do instead. That worked, or it seemed to, but she ignored the bike that a housecleaning client had handed down to me. When I asked her if she wanted to try it, she refused, adding that she never wanted to ride a bike ever in her whole life.

Jamie, ironically, lived on Montana Street in Portland, Oregon, in a house he rented with his cousin and a couple of other people. I never knew how many roommates he had or how old they were or where my kid slept at night. This time he said he would get an air mattress for him to sleep on and give her the bed, but I doubted that happened. His preparations for her visit consisted of pulling out two bins of her clothes and toys.

A friend offered to drive me to pick up Emilia from her dad’s at the end of her visit since my car wasn’t reliable enough for long trips anymore. As we came to a stop in front of Jamie’s house, wondering if it was the right one, he opened the front door and walked down first to hand me Emilia’s backpack. I jogged across the street to meet him before he could get too close to Sylvie, who sat in the driver’s seat with the window down out of curiosity. I didn’t want him to smile and wave at her in an effort to charm her, which was his MO. It was another form of his gaslighting, to try to convince the people around me that he was a good guy. Without saying anything, I took the backpack from him and turned to put it on the backseat next to Emilia’s booster.

“She’s a little upset,” he said behind me, loud enough so Sylvie could hear across the street. I didn’t want to look at his face. He liked to say things like this. He liked to think Emilia didn’t want to leave his house, instead of acknowledging the complexities of the situation or protecting her from concepts that were far too adult for her to understand. He liked to tell her he didn’t know if he would have enough money to see her in six months. He liked to tell her that he had to give me “a lot of money” and how that made it hard for him to see her.

Emilia clung to him when he brought her out, her feet hooked together, one hand grasped around her other wrist behind his neck. He made a display of how hard she held on by raising his hands to let go. He laughed, smiling big enough to show his crooked tooth. When I reached for her, she surprised me by immediately putting her arms around my neck, her hands and feet locking together in the same way. We walked across the street like that, Jamie following a few paces before he stopped on the curb in front of his house.

“Bye, Emilia! Daddy loves you!” He said it again when she didn’t respond, then I felt her chest quake with sobs, like she couldn’t hold them in anymore. I walked around to the other side of the car and held her, feeling her whole body shake with every sound she made in my ear. I burst into tears along with her.

“I’m so sorry,” I told her, stroking the back of her head. I didn’t know what else to say.

Several minutes passed before I could get Emilia into her booster seat and buckled. When Sylvie started her car and drove off, Emilia put her hand on the window and cried out “Daddy!” over and over until it became a sort of moan.

But Jamie had already gone back inside, never noticing that we took a while to leave, never coming back out to check on her or wave goodbye. It was probably best he didn’t. Her first day of kindergarten was in four days and my classes began in two. We had to switch gears whether we were ready to or not.

“Well,” I said, pushing myself off the car. The kids on the playground grew in numbers as more ran over from the back of the school to join them. We’d been standing there for about five minutes, watching them chase each other and shout while they played. “I figure we should go see what they have for breakfast!”

Emilia nodded and took a step to walk across the grass with me. Her school offered a free breakfast and lunch to kids who qualified, and even had a program where they’d send home a bag of food in her backpack on Fridays. That form had been easy—just a check in a box next to a question asking if anyone in the household was on food stamps. Applying for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and receiving food stamps had been a complicated maze since I found out that I was pregnant. “Just” a check next to the word yes felt a little too good to be true.

Behind the large brick building I could see the door where most of the kids had funneled in. Her hand squeezed mine again when we entered the gymnasium. On the drive over, I’d had to promise several times that I would sit with her while she ate breakfast. It was a relief to see some other adults doing the same thing, awkwardly perched on the low benches attached to the four rows of tables covering half of the recently polished floor.

Emilia followed a few other kids to a line of tables that had several different breakfast options available. Some of them were in a cellophane pouch kind of thing and had been heated up that way but I couldn’t tell what they were. French toast sticks possibly? I was happy to see Emilia choose a personal-size package of cereal, a small carton of milk, and a plastic cup of juice sealed with a foil lid. Next, she held the tray all by herself while she carefully approached the end of the line where a lady was accepting tickets and cash or wrote down a number a kid recited to her. She looked at Emilia and put her hand on her hip.

“And what about you, young lady?”

“I…” I started, not knowing what to say. Maybe my forms hadn’t been processed. Were we supposed to have tickets? “I filled out a form?”

“Oh,” the woman said. “A free meal kid!” I will never know why she felt the need to assert this aloud to a kindergartner and anyone else within earshot. I glanced around us, my face getting hot, but Emilia didn’t seem to notice anything. “What’s your name, miss?”

“Emilia Land,” my daughter said. The woman started to write it down and paused.

“That’s E-M-I-L-I-A L-A-N-D,” I said, and put my hand on my daughter’s back to lead her away. We sat at an empty table, like a couple of new kids. Emilia carefully peeled back the foil on the juice and the top of the plastic container of cereal, but asked for help with the milk. I tried to show her how to do it on her own, and we both laughed because I had a hard time getting it open, too. While she ate, I regretted not bringing my usual to-go cup of coffee poured into an empty jar of Adams crunchy peanut butter—a main staple in my diet since it was covered by Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) checks.

“I remember my first day of kindergarten,” I said softly. Emilia looked up at me. Her new haircut made her look like Ramona Quimby. (We’d just finished the series for the second time.) “This is your first day of school in Missoula, Montana! You’re gonna be here all the way through high school!” I had tried to explain over the last few months why this had been such a big deal to me. That when I was a kid I had to move around a lot from Washington State to Alaska and back, and how always being the new kid made me feel shy. “You’re going to make friends, maybe even today, that you’ll have for the rest of your life, Emilia.”

“When I go to your school?” She pointed at the “Griz” on her sweatshirt for emphasis, and I tried not to wrinkle my nose, thinking of the drunk football fans who clogged downtown bars on game days.

“If that’s what you want,” I said. “But you have a long time to figure that out.”

She picked up her tray when she was done and carried it to the back door where there were three almost-full trash cans and a table with several stacks of empty trays. After we walked out, Emilia looked at all the boys twice her size chasing each other around on the blacktop, backpacks long forgotten by the wall. She reached her arms up, and I carried her back to the side of the school where we had walked in, setting her down so she could line up with the other kids. A woman stood at the front, holding a sign with a big letter K on it, talking and laughing with the teacher standing next to her holding up a sign that had the number one. A tiny blonde girl was crying, and Emilia turned around to look at her. She made a face like she might start crying, too, but then she looked at me and I smiled as big as I could, before the other parents swarmed in closer with cameras and tissues in their hands.

Her teacher walked down the line and talked to each child, then gathered them to her like a hen does with her chicks, and bent down to tell them something the kids all seemed to like. Emilia leaned in and listened, then lined up again like she must have been told to do. She turned and waved and blew me a few kisses and I did the same, wanting to laugh and cry at the same time. I was just so damn proud of us.

Her school supplies had been donated to the gymnastics gym, and I had been so grateful someone called to offer it to us. The donation saved me not only fifty bucks, but the few hours I would have spent searching through the chaotic school supply aisles of Walmart. Instead, we’d been able to make a quick stop to pick out a backpack and some new shoes for school. I marveled for a second at the boots she’d selected herself. She was fully prepared. Well, almost. We still had a couple of weeks to get her medical records. When her school reminded me of that, it dawned on me that she hadn’t been sick since we’d moved to Montana. Quite a change from when we lived in Washington, where a trip to the doctor was a monthly occurrence. All of it, all the fighting to move, arguing over visitations, and the transitions coming back home, had come to this moment. We’d done it. I’d done it. It had been my goal to get us somewhere we could live all the way through Emilia’s grade-school years—all the way through high school—and here we were. We lived in a place, in a community, where we’d found support and friendship and opportunities and maybe, eventually, something like a chosen family.

Emilia turned and followed the kid in front of her into the building without looking back at me. We’d been through the hard goodbyes in day care for several years by then, and I tried not to think about those. I felt like skipping, or hopping over some kind of imaginary milestone. Another parent walked briskly past me and I almost said, I did it! before catching myself. Turning around to look at the school again, its yard littered with a couple of forgotten backpacks, I closed my eyes and breathed in and out. I wanted to pause and let the feelings wash through me before rushing home to attack an impossible mountain of homework, laundry, and calls to schedule housecleaning clients. All of this would have to get done within the precious three hours Emilia was in school, before I’d return to this spot to pick her up and hear all about her day.






2 What Happened Last Summer


Jamie had called two weeks before he was supposed to take our kid for the summer. After I saw who it was, I let it ring a couple of times. I stared at the spot on the driver’s-side door where the interior had peeled away to reveal the dark orange foam behind it. I’d purposefully arrived fifteen minutes early to pick up Emilia from the gymnastics gym where she went to preschool. I looked forward to that fifteen minutes. It was a precious and rare opportunity to close my eyes and sit in silence.

As lovely as those moments were, I felt a pang of guilt for so desperately looking forward to her spending the summer with her dad. For months I’d been fantasizing about those child-free weeks—about the extra work I could take on to pay down credit card debt or possibly save some money for inevitable car repairs, and about the extra time I’d have to spend with friends, or maybe go out on a date or two. Most of all, I needed the three-day backpacking trip through the Bob Marshall Wilderness that I’d been planning and training for since the winter months. It wasn’t just that I needed a break, though. I needed reassurance that I wasn’t alone in raising Emilia. Because I still wasn’t ready to accept that I was.

I did find myself wondering if some sort of finality, like Jamie deciding to give up his visitation completely, would be better for Emilia and me. Emilia wouldn’t be kept in a place of constant wondering when she would see her dad again. And I would probably shift gears quite a bit as a single mother. Jamie’s instability required me to be more stable, more responsible, and to pick up his slack—it was no wonder I craved a break so much, and that the disappointment was so crushing when it was snatched away from me. Maybe it would actually be easier for me if I wasn’t expecting to get a break at all.

Through a painstaking number of emails, we’d finally agreed to meet at a halfway point between us the weekend before Memorial Day. It would give me about a week before summer school started, and I had already advertised my cleaning services, scheduling jobs during peak move-out season, when a lot of college kids went home.

For about six months, I had spent two hours every morning before Emilia woke up vacuuming and scrubbing the gym’s bathrooms to pay her tuition. While I was gone, I trusted my roommate to listen for Emilia if she tried to do something like sneak ice cream for breakfast (for this and occasional after-school pickups, I gave my roommate a cut on rent). When, only a few months into the school year, I had to tell the gym’s owner that I couldn’t do it any longer, he thankfully offered me a scholarship before I could try to explain why. I currently had two weeks before my junior year ended, and the three hours it took to clean my Wednesday morning house wore me out after I’d been up late writing a paper. If I’d had to clean the gym as well it would have broken me.

Normally, I didn’t answer when Jamie called, and would wait to see if it was important enough to leave a message. He hated that I did this, but I discovered it was easier that way instead of offering him another chance to call me selfish for moving away and going to college. Lately he liked to add that no one would ever love me because of that.

Fuck it, I thought, and answered on the fourth ring. “Yeah?”

“I can’t take her this summer,” he said.

“What do you mean, you can’t take her?” I tried not to allow my voice to get high or fast or even loud. “Like you can’t pick her up to drive her to your house?”

“No,” he said, sounding annoyed already. Then he talked really slow, something he did before he asked if I was stupid. “I can’t afford child care. And my mom got a job and can’t help out.” He had moved from where we met, in Port Townsend, Washington, to Portland a few months after we got to Missoula. His cousin got him a good job as a janitor for a commercial bakery, vouching for him so they would overlook his lack of a high school diploma. He usually headed in at noon and didn’t get home until nine. Whenever Emilia went to visit him, he had to fly his mom in from North Carolina to watch her. “It wouldn’t make sense for Emilia to come, anyway,” he added. “I’d only get to see her a couple of hours a day on the days I have to work.” He didn’t mention that he worked four days, leaving him the other three days of the week to spend all day with her. I tried not to imagine what Emilia and I could do together if I had three totally free days off every week.

He stopped talking but I couldn’t think of a response. Every domino I’d painstakingly set in place for the summer was crashing down. Forget the extra money, forget the extra sleep, forget the precious few evenings I might have to go out with friends, or to go on a hike or climb. Or breathe.

The more immediate and potentially disastrous problem was that it was too late for me to get Emilia into summer camps, especially any that offered a sliding scale. I doubted I could bring her to my summer school literature class, which met from nine to noon five days a week. “Well,” I managed to say, “I’m going to need more child support money.” I imagined the look on his face in response to this statement. As part of the relocation paperwork for the court to allow us to move to Missoula, I included a new child support agreement where he’d pay almost a hundred and fifty dollars less than he’d been required to pay by the court. I had also promised him that I would never ask for more.

“What I give you isn’t enough? You might not realize this, but they take taxes out when you get a real paycheck. Us out here in the real world have to work instead of go to college. And we have landlords who increase our rent every year.” His voice got louder as he listed off more reasons why he was broke, and I held the phone away from my ear. Eventually he paused, taking a long drag off his cigarette. He must have been on his lunch break at work. I pictured him, a single white male with expendable income and few attachments, while he told me the three hundred dollars he had to pay me each month kept him from living the life he really wanted.

“Summer day camp is two hundred bucks a week here, Jamie. How do you expect me to afford that on my own?”

“Well, I’ve been telling you to get a full-time job like me.” There was a pause in which I could almost hear the wheels turning in his head as it dawned on him that he’d dug himself into a logical hole. He’d just said that even with a full-time job, he couldn’t afford child care that summer. How would a full-time job magically enable me to afford it on my own? His voice lost some of its edge. “I guess I can help you out.”

I knew better than to trust him enough to accept his offer for whatever he thought “help” might be. My desperation hadn’t reached that level. It wasn’t that I thought he couldn’t afford it: I knew from the frequent vacations he took and the vehicles he drove that he could afford to send me some additional funds for the child care. But if he viewed the money as a favor I’d never hear the end of it. I also knew I couldn’t rely on it being consistent. On more than one occasion, he’d dangled the promise of money over my head like a carrot hanging from the end of a stick. I could only get help from him in a way that he’d adhere to if I went through the court system and had someone else decide. Then, of course, I’d have to hear him say I “turned him in” for making more money, but it would be worth it.

“No, it’s fine. I’ll…” I wasn’t sure how to finish. What would I do? “I’ll figure it out.” That was usually my only choice when it came to parenting and caring for Emilia. I pressed the button to end the call, resisting the urge to smash my phone to pieces on the dashboard.

Emilia came bouncing up to meet me when I walked into her classroom. “She’s been talking about Portland all day,” her teacher said, petting my kid’s head while she held up another drawing of a bike.

My vision grew blurry with tears that I tried to blink away. “That’s great,” I said. “Is that a teddy bear in the baby seat?” She skipped along beside me as we made our way to the car. I decided to wait to tell her. Sometimes Jamie needed to get angry and yell at me a bit before he thought situations through in a rational way.

My mind circled for solutions while I vacuumed a lawyer’s office later that evening. Then I remembered we had a legal document that a judge had signed in which Jamie agreed to parent for six weeks during the summer. He had once tried to put me in contempt of court for missing his weekend visit. The no-contact order hadn’t been lifted yet, so he didn’t have a legal leg to stand on, but in this case I did. And maybe I could try the same thing?

On Friday morning, I waited for five minutes outside the court’s Family Law Self-Help Center office before it opened. When the administrator arrived, coffee in hand, her gaze went straight to my accordion file folder containing five years’ worth of court documents.

After explaining what had happened and asking if I could file for contempt of court for refusing visitation for the summer, the woman barked out a laugh.

“No judge would force a parent to take their child,” she said. “It’s usually the other way around! They force to give them back.”

“Right,” I said, and looked down. I wasn’t there to force him, though, I was there to stick up for my kid. And I guess for me. For some reason I thought the court system might be able to help me, or at least dole out a slap on the wrist. Even a shake of a finger while someone told him to get his shit together and be a father would probably scare him enough to consider more options.

“Does he pay child support?” she asked, and I nodded. “Well, if he has less visitation, then he owes more in support. It’s that simple.” She turned to walk to the back wall where they kept a row of filing cabinets and returned with a heavy packet that said PARENTING PLAN MODIFICATION on the front. I’d already been through that, but I took the packet anyway. “Get less visitation on paper, then get the child support modified.”

Instead of going back home, I drove across town to the child support office to ask if there was another way. I doubted a judge would grant a motion to modify a parenting plan because of one missed summer, especially if Jamie made the case that he had to work. It didn’t matter to the court that I had to work, too.

“Your case is out of Washington State,” the woman behind the counter told me. “We don’t have jurisdiction.”

“So I have to call them?”

“No, you have to go through Portland, where the person paying the support lives,” she said.

“Then,” I began, but decided against saying more. She seemed to be finished with our conversation, and a person was in line behind me. At home I found the number for the office in Portland, and when I finally got someone on the phone, they told me they would mail the packet for a child support modification.

“Just fill that out and mail it to us,” she said, “and you’ll hear back in six months to a year.”

“So I can’t do anything?” I asked.

“Ma’am, I just told you what you can do.”

“Right,” I said. “Thank you.”



I let Emilia do the dinner dishes, which really meant letting her play with bubbles in the sink. I watched her from our small table, while also looking for a summer day camp with a sliding scale. Emilia gently applied handfuls of bubbles to her cheeks. I felt an ache of love for her big enough to fill my whole chest, but the pressure of suddenly being the only dependable one responsible for her care turned that love into a kind of suffocation, like my body wasn’t big enough for both feelings at the same time. Even worse, it triggered a fight-or-flight response, and since I was too tired to fight, all I wanted was to run away.

I’d essentially parented myself since I got my driver’s license. Then, when I was twenty-one, my mother resigned her duties for good and took off to Europe, where she met and married her second husband (who is just seven years older than me). Consumed by my own desire to flee, I now worried that I was just like her. But the difference between my mom and me was that she had simply never wanted to be a mom in the first place. I fantasized about leaving the stresses of my life behind, but I never blamed that on Emilia like I felt my mom did with me. My desire was for the overwhelming feelings of desperation, of panic at having nowhere to turn and disaster always breathing down my neck, to end.

A therapist who offered a sliding scale agreed to do a single session with me because it was all I could scrape up the extra funds for. She listened for an hour, then told me I needed to tell a family member about feeling so suffocated by stress that I wanted to disappear. It was such a startling desire that it scared me. I’d struggled with suicidal ideation since I was a teenager, but to run away? I loved my kid. I loved my life. Why did I suddenly feel a thousand urges to get as far away from that as possible? Did I actually envy my mom for moving halfway across the world? Out of pure desperation, I picked up my phone to call my dad to ask for help. He couldn’t afford to help me financially, so I knew I wouldn’t get it from him directly, but I might get him to ask my aunt for some assistance. It was better for the request to come from him. She hated it when people asked her for money, since she was the only person in the family who had any. In my early twenties, she got upset over people not being grateful enough for the gifts she bought for Christmas. Ever since, we each received a few pairs of socks from her instead. In her defense, they were nice socks.

I tried my best to explain the situation to my dad, and how I felt like I was drowning from it all. I took a breath, and I asked if he might be able to talk to his sister about paying for Emilia’s child care at the gymnastics gym that summer.

“I can probably go back to cleaning the gym to barter partial tuition. And you can remind her that when I borrowed money from her before, I paid her back.” I got up and walked into the bedroom so Emilia wouldn’t hear. “Dad, please. Please? I don’t know what else to do. It’s been a rough couple of weeks. I have to work. I can’t bring her with me all the time. There’s no way she can come to school with me this summer. The money doesn’t even have to go to me. She can pay the gym directly. I can give you the phone number if you want.” I paused to take a deep breath. My dad let out a sigh. “Dad, I’m…” I sniffed involuntarily, feeling a tear fall from the tip of my nose. “I’ve been kind of sad lately. Um. I got in with this therapist for a single session and she really wanted me to tell you all of this. I kind of can’t stop crying sometimes? I’m just really kind of freaking out because it’s just me, you know? It’s just me and I just… there’s something deep inside me that really doesn’t want to have to live through this anymore.” I took a breath and held it in. “And I guess I don’t know what to do about that. I just really need some help. I need to know I’m not alone in this anymore.”

There was such a long pause that I thought he’d hung up on me. Finally he said, “Gee, Steph, that sounds like a lot.” He paused again, long enough for me to let some hope creep in. “Let me give you a call back.” Then he hung up.

I looked at my phone in disbelief. My stomach growled as I walked back to our kitchen area, and I briefly considered eating the remains of Emilia’s mac and cheese and hot dogs, which were congealing in a plastic Hello Kitty bowl on the table. My phone remained silent and dark.

At work earlier that day I’d tucked fitted sheets into their place over the king-size mattress of one of my regular clients. Her comforter had changed to a lighter weight for summer, blue instead of maroon. In smoothing out the creases, a splotch appeared from one of my tears and I desperately tried to wipe it off. This was a client who was always home, since she worked from an expansive office in the back of the bottom floor. I usually went down there to sheepishly ask if it was okay for me to vacuum as my final task. Horrified, I wiped my face, but the tears wouldn’t stop, so I pressed my palms into my cheekbones in a desperate attempt to hold them in. There was no breathing exercise, no consolation, that would fend off this panic. I didn’t know how I would make it through the summer without losing our housing. Within weeks we could be homeless—again.

By that time, I had spent years—since I got pregnant and Jamie kicked me out for the first time—living with varying degrees of food and housing insecurity. Emilia, at age five, had lived in fifteen homes, including the ones she spent time at when she went to her dad’s. Nothing had any sense of safety or permanence. The possibility of losing the home where my child slept was always at the forefront of my mind and caused a constant, mind-buzzing anxiety attack. Repeatedly, whenever things started to feel secure, the floor would drop out from under me. My life teetered between what I referred to as “a crushing sense of hopelessness” and “a whole new level of exhaustion” without any sort of break between the two. The fight to make rent, eat, and find child care was constant. I never got a break from it.

Maybe there was still time to get a refund on my summer tuition. It was just one literature class, but then I remembered I needed to take it before I could register for the required 300-level Literature Criticism class in the fall, which I had to take before the required Shakespeare class in the spring. Considering to drop the class created a hot flash of anger before it left a searing burn of guilt and shame. Maybe Jamie was right, and my college education was an unnecessary luxury. Most of my classmates were fifteen years younger than me, a single mom who fed her kid with the limited amount I could purchase with food stamps. Who the fuck was I to get a Bachelor of Arts in English? There weren’t a lot of jobs for people with degrees in creative writing. Or at least, that’s what they told us undergrads, thus rendering my bachelor’s degree even more useless, and my dream of obtaining a Master of Fine Arts all the more necessary to achieve. Even now, with loans, grants, and scholarships, there was no way I could pay off the money I had already borrowed. The irony was not lost on me that in order to make enough money to pay off my student loans, I needed to take out more.

Quitting was tempting, because as much as I wanted to be a professional writer, my love for writing terrified me. If I admitted how important writing was to me, if I really went for it, then it could all be taken away. And if I failed, I’d prove right all the friends and family who’d encouraged me to get a two-year degree from a community college so I could step to the front of the line for an administrative assistant job. Once again, my pursuit of higher education and with it the dreams of being a writer, everything I had worked so hard for, seemed like purchasing a fresh-off-the-lot, overpriced car. Sure, I could argue that I needed it to get around, but the fifty-thousand-dollar price tag was extravagant to the point of absurdity.

My computer dinged, and I looked at the window where I’d been chatting with a friend who was well versed in all things Missoula summer camps. “I think the YMCA offers financial aid,” she wrote. “I wanna say they have some kind of reserve for emergency situations?”

Between dropping Emilia off at preschool and cleaning another client’s house, I stopped by the YMCA to ask about the financial aid, bringing my purple folder with me in case they needed proof of income or expenses or things like utility bills or an envelope that had been mailed to me—the requirements for proof of need never seemed to be the same wherever you went. Instead of the huge packet I was accustomed to, it was just a couple of pages that took a few minutes to fill out in the lobby. I waited for the girl behind the counter to finish a phone call and she looked at me and smiled, smoothing the top of her hair before she twirled her high ponytail in an effort to keep its single ringlet in place.

“Hi, um, do you know when they usually make decisions on these?” I asked.

The girl started to stumble through an answer to explain why she didn’t know, and I said I would call to check tomorrow.

“Thank you,” I made sure to add, before I walked back to my car.

My phone rang almost exactly two days later, right after I got to my first house to clean. I expected it to be my dad, and got excited to tell him that I might have figured something out. But it was a local 406 number.

“Hi, Stephanie? I’m here at the YMCA looking at your emergency relief request and I just have a few questions. Do you have a minute?”

“Sure,” I said. I didn’t have time to pause work while I talked, so I simultaneously reached down to pick up the rug in the entryway to shake it outside.

“We do have space for… Is it pronounced Eh-mi-lee-ah?”

“Eh-meel-ya,” I said.

“Oh! That’s so pretty,” she said. “We do have space for Eh-meeeel-ya, so don’t worry about that.” I audibly sighed with relief. “Our camps go all day, from seven thirty a.m. to five thirty p.m., and the little-kid camp at our lowest on the sliding scale is ninety a week, but some of the other camps are more, like soccer or rock climbing, if you wanted her to do those.”

“Okay,” I said, then I paused, preparing to thank her and tell her I couldn’t afford it. No matter how many times in my life I’d had to say that I couldn’t afford something essential, it never got any easier. I reached for the spray bottle of off-brand glass cleaner that I’d left on top of my tote bag full of clean rags.

“I’m looking at your application here for emergency assistance, though, and could you elaborate a bit on why you need it?”

I took in a breath so big I almost coughed, then tried to explain the situation in a way that didn’t sound like I was whining or blaming it on a deadbeat dad. But I started to feel guilty. This isn’t an actual emergency, I told myself. Our house didn’t burn down. No one’s in the hospital. Other people need this more than I do.

I stopped talking.

“So,” she said, after an agonizing pause, “would covering fifty percent of the sliding scale tuition be enough financial aid for you?”

“Forty-five a week times four would be a hundred and eighty, right?”

“Correct,” she said.

Mental math was not my strong suit, but I had to do it all the time. Even if I found more clients, I wouldn’t be able to go to my summer class in the morning and work enough before I had to pick up Emilia in order to cover that.

“Not really,” I said, trying not to mumble.

“What amount could you pay?”

I didn’t detect condescension in her tone. She seemed like she sincerely wanted it to work. After a pause, I breathed out and said, “Like, twenty-five bucks a week.” I pinched my eyes shut, waiting for her to say no.

“Okay!” she said in a happy tone. “I’ll put that in your file so the billing folks will know what to charge you. If there’s any mistake, please let the kids at the front desk know and they’ll make sure it’s corrected. Will she be here all summer?”

This all sounded so wonderful that suspicion creeped into my mind, as if there must be a catch. Maybe they knew I cleaned the other gym and they wanted me to barter there, too. But… how could they possibly know that and why did I suspect that they did?

“Uh, yes, she’ll be there all summer!” My voice cracked, and I clenched my jaw in an effort to block the emotions from leaking out.

“Do you think she’ll want to do those other camps? We’re really trying to fill them up.”

“What camps? The rock-climbing one? Uh, maybe? We kinda go rock climbing already.”

“Oh!” she said. “Then I bet she would love this! We could figure out a reduced rate for that week, too, if it helps.”

I couldn’t think of the last time anyone had been this helpful. I wanted to tell her that, but stopped myself, not wanting her to know that I needed help all the time. People formed negative opinions when they found out how much assistance you’d accepted, and for how long. By that point I couldn’t shake a feeling like I’d overstayed my welcome and needed to move on.

I’d gone someplace else in my mind for a moment, but my surroundings reemerged and I realized I’d stopped working. I checked my watch. “Thank you so much for this. I, um, I need to get back to work.” She said of course and we said goodbye. I flipped my phone shut and stared at it for several seconds trying to process what had just happened. I had stopped working long enough that I’d have to go a whole fifteen minutes over my scheduled time for that house, but I didn’t care.

“Holy shit,” I said out loud, unable to hide a smile. I longed for someone to tell or hug or celebrate with. This was the sad reality of my life: When things were terrible, I was alone. When things were better, I was also alone. My loneliness was so real, so always-present, that it had weight, like something I dragged around behind me. Letting out a breath, I grabbed a rag to wipe the trails of glass cleaner that had rolled down the window on the front door.



Jamie kept calling in the following weeks, but I was too angry to answer.

As I’d predicted, it took about a dozen emails to get him to send me a single check for four hundred bucks to help with the unexpected cost of having Emilia with me. A couple of days after he sent the check, he received court documents from the Missoula County court notifying him that they had granted me a waiver on the two-hundred-dollar fee to move our parenting case from Washington to Montana. He freaked out, sending a long email to tell me that if he were ever to find out that I used the money he sent me for court fees it would be the last amount that I’d receive. He added an “EVER!!!” for emphasis.

I was even angrier when he skipped his video chat with Emilia on her birthday. He missed chances to talk to his daughter often, and Emilia would pretend to talk to him on a toy phone when he didn’t show. I had hoped her birthday might be different. I had to tamp down my disgust when he told me that he had a week of vacation time at the end of August over his birthday and Emilia could come for a visit then. At least he agreed that instead of meeting halfway, he would drive all the way to Missoula to pick her up. I agreed to somehow get to Portland to pick her up after ten days.

Maybe I could schedule a few more move-out cleans during that time, I thought, but I doubted I could because of the short notice and the time of year. Ten days was long enough to miss my kid, but not nearly what I needed to replenish my bank account and myself. Choosing between which one to try for was hard, but extra work would always win.






3 Climbing


Sylvie, the one who had given me the lift to Portland, was a relatively new friend I had met at the climbing gym. A guy who worked there gifted me a membership for the few months we were hanging out and encouraged me to try it. Because I was so nervous, he let me come in with him before they opened so I could practice when the place was empty. I wasn’t one to exercise (with the exception of some easy hikes), and I also struggled with chronic pain from what a doctor had once referred to as “severe scoliosis.” After a month or so of regular climbing, I took a shower one day and realized I could tilt my head back far enough to feel the spray on top. As I got stronger, the near-constant, burning pain in my back and shoulders started to fade. I could turn my head, lift heavy things without fear of hurting myself, and the long days at work and school didn’t leave me unable to get comfortable at night. Suddenly, I could do things that doctors had been telling me since my early teens I would never be able to do.

With less debilitating pain, my quality of life improved enough that the thirty-dollar-a-month membership fee for Emilia and me was worth it. In the summer, I paid nothing because we could climb outside. I spent any sudden, free afternoon due to canceled work or class either hiking Mount Sentinel with a backpack full of rocks or, if the weather wasn’t great, I’d climb indoors. My day planner contained scribbles like “3HRS” to represent how long it took me to walk from my front door to the top of Mount Sentinel and back, or “20PUSH, 3PULL” for the number of push-ups and pull-ups that I could do in a row. Climbing rocks, either by foot or with my hands, had become a healthy obsession.

Before Missoula, Emilia and I hadn’t experienced feeling part of a community, and the rock climbers, surprisingly, folded us in while always making sure we didn’t fall. That summer before my last year of school and Emilia’s first was extra magical in a way—especially since climbing seemed like a natural state for her. I watched in awe as she fearlessly traversed her way up a wall at the gym, or to the top of a giant boulder outside.

Sylvie also had kids, including one close to Emilia’s age. We’d hung out quite a bit over the last several months because we were both single moms who climbed and usually had our kids with us. We also started going camping together with a group of climbers and our kids on weekends, then started to hang out when we weren’t doing either of those things. As much as we had in common, I never thought of her as a close friend. Vulnerability was too risky, and I couldn’t allow myself to reach a point where it would be a huge upset if that person didn’t show up when I needed them to. But Sylvie was always game for whatever adventure, no matter how big or mundane. She even oddly seemed excited about the road trip to help pick up Emilia from Jamie’s place. Most of the people I met through the climbing gym would drop everything and head out to climb rocks if the weather was good, but only a few of them had kids or any conception of what that meant. It was nice to have a friend who also had to make sure there were enough snacks and seat belts and changes of clothes.

During those ten days when Emilia was in Portland, I’d done my first climb with five pitches, snapped a few selfies with my climbing partner, Logan, at three hundred feet up from where we began, and rappelled all the way down. Still, I never did anything too risky by rock-climbing standards. While others climbed thirty feet off the ground without a rope, I stuck to between ten to fifteen. I didn’t do many “big” moves, like swinging to grab something or hanging under a ledge. My thought was if I broke my ankle and couldn’t work (or worse, drive)… I couldn’t even imagine how Emilia and I would get through it. Then I had to consider the medical bills—one false move on my part and we’d lose everything all over again. That’s why I ended up mostly sitting on the mat by a back wall to watch Sylvie climb, sometimes flirting with cute climber dudes.
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