[bookmark: _Toc174032033][bookmark: _Toc174032093][bookmark: _Toc177234633]Chapter One-Jane 

It was the middle of the night, that pinhole center of darkness where the knowledge of existence ceases—where the furnace clicks and the hum of electricity filters, where there are no sharp or layered sounds, only sleeping sounds—muffled movements and breathing sounds. Then the phone rang. It was a low and quiet ring, the kind of ring that might not be heard if you were sleeping, but Jane wasn’t sleeping. Jane rarely slept. She was in that wafting space, the bobbing space of neither here nor there, where dreams confuse reality. 
On the third or fourth ring, her arm slithered out from under the covers, and her hand flopped around on the edge of the table; her two fingers craned like a cobra’s tongue until they caught the edge of a piece of pale yellow plastic shaped like a highway dividing line, a rotary dial—the Trimline circa 1965, designed by Henry Dreyfuss and Associates. Normally, it sat like a relic, giving and receiving nothing much like her marriage. Normally, it was simply something else for the cleaning lady to dust. Dave was the one who had insisted on the phone— saw it in a store. They’re iconic, he said. Immortalized in movies. You know, Dial M for Murder, he said. Whatever, she said. 
The handset flipped from its cradle, and the ringing gave way to the clunk of plastic on wood. Jane pushed on the mattress with the heel of her hand and dragged her bones back to sitting. She shoved her silk sleeping mask into her hair. 
“Hello?” There was no response. “Hello?” She pulled the phone from her ear. It was upside down. 
“Jane. Jane?” Her sister's voice echoed into the room. “Are you there? Jane. It’s me. Margot.”
“Why are you calling so late?” Jane had eaten a whole gummy before bed. 
“Mom is dead.”
Jane sat up. The effects of the gummy gone.
“Mom is dead,” Margot repeated.
“I heard you the first time. What are you talking about? Was she sick?” 
“Murdered.”
“Murdered? For god sake, Margot, You’re not making any sense.” Jane reached for the light and knocked over a cup of unfinished tea.
“Forfucksakes.” The tea bled out like a muddy river into her ivory-coloured carpet—thick, lush, expensive carpet—the kind that leaves footprints. 
In ordinary times, in any other time, Jane would have leaped from her bed in a naked elfin dance. She would have grabbed a towel and a bowl of cold water, dropped to her knees, and blotted. A fervent prayer. Her moon pointed at the moon, but this was no ordinary time. Her life had just jumped track. 
“You, okay?” Margot asked.
“Yes. It was tea. Never mind. Doesn’t matter. What happened?”
A few more things were said before Jane hung up, not knowing much more. 
She grabbed her laptop from the drawer of her bedside table, and with her fingers perched above the keys, she stared at the screen. She was reluctant to commit to this new reality. This unforgiving familial loop, a neverending winding track of backward and forward, an old cassette of crushing blows. It was a place she didn’t want to visit, but she couldn’t stay perched forever—

—or can I? No, life doesn’t work like that. Or does it? Is it possible to stay perched and never commit? I don’t mean just physically. I mean in every way. I mean, can I stay outside, on the edge of life, just far enough away so that life can’t see me? Unnoticed like a thin flat strip on the horizon line—barely visible— where water and sky meet, where colours blend? Is it possible to stand on the sidelines and never be in the game? Watch from a distance? Like a monk sitting in a cave, a monastic life, a numbed addict sinking into opioids on the sidewalks, or tethered to the TV, scrolling the phone—the sidelines. The bottom of a bottle. The bliss of nothing.

Jane remembered a conversation with a girl she met in Pushkar. The girl’s body reminded Jane of one of those noodles kids play with in a pool—lanky and long. It was years ago—no—a lifetime ago—two or three lifetimes ago. It was a time when Jane had wandered into the desert to read Chaos Theory and the Bhagavad Gita. Jane had found the books similar, though she couldn’t remember why, something about multiple gods and multiple universes. It was back when she was struggling to be smart. When she wanted to get into Mensa. When she thought her brain would save her. Now, she wished she didn’t have a brain. 
The girl’s room was small, and the girl was lying on a thin mattress on a metal-framed bed. The kind we imagine in every prison cell. The white cement walls looked as if they’d been patched and painted over since Krishna first steered the chariot. There was a thick wooden table with short fat legs beside the bed, and on it was a brass lamp with a plain cloth shade—stained dark around the edges from hashish. The bulb glowed a gutless yellow. One small window overlooked the Gau Ghat. Jane couldn’t remember if the window had bars or not. A green knapsack stood in the corner; tags dangled from the handle—maybe Australian. However, the accent wasn’t quite right. She wasn’t British, American or Canadian. Maybe a Kiwi.
The girl’s hair netted around her freckled face like copper wiring. She had stunning blue eyes that looked like tiny cubes of ice. Jane couldn’t remember the girl’s name, and, come to think of it, she wasn’t sure she ever knew her name. The girl never left her room, and Jane couldn’t remember how she came to be standing in her doorway. 
“I imagine life,” the noodle girl said. “Say, I want to play the violin. I just lie here and play the violin.” She moved her arms in a sweeping motion. “And I’m good, like concert good.” Jane stared at her. “First chair, good.” The girl's hand moved an imaginary bow of horse hairs and rosin. “Really, I’m that good.” Her bottom hand held what Jane imagined was a Stradivarius since she was that good. The girl's arms continued to sway. Jane couldn’t hear a thing. “But if I played the violin, I wouldn’t even make the school band. I’d be screeching bad. I don’t know how to play the violin. Not at all. Never even held one. Hahahaha.” The girl’s laugh never left her throat. It was as if the laugh was imagining itself as a laugh. Jane looked at the girl’s arms—listless go, nowhere arms—stepping out of the game arms. And as soon as she remembered those arms, Jane knew everything was somehow in the game. Hell, if you were breathing, you were in the game. Right now, she was stalling, trying to keep her mother, Helen Baxter, at bay. All right, Jane Janice Jones, she said to herself, shut it down and get this started. 
Jane intuitively sealed herself off from any and all emotions. It was the best she could do given the circumstances, and it wasn’t difficult. Jane prided herself on maintaining control. It was just a matter of securing the edges, the little slips, the bell jars—any weakened hints of caring. She booked a flight for later that morning and a rental car to be ready on landing. With that task complete, Jane stepped over the stain and put on her sallow pink slip, a pair of worn-out grey slippers, and a threadbare blue cotton housecoat. The housecoat had been her brother’s. 
She made her way to the lemon-wood sideboard in the living room. The furniture matched the house that had been built in the early 70s. It was one level, and all the rooms bled into each other except for the bedrooms. All the walls were painted off-white. There was one large abstract painting above the sideboard—swirled colours of pink, purple, greens, and blues. The rest of the walls were bare. Jane poured herself a good splash of gin in a thick-cut glass tumbler and wandered to the kitchen, where the light from the freezer made her squint. She dropped two large squares of ice into her glass and gave it a swirl before taking a sip.
Jane envied and resented the fact that her mother had just been granted the luxury of stepping out of the game, or at least this game. Jane pictured Helen Baxter floating in some empyrean fog, tapped into the all-seeing and all-knowing. Or, at the very least, disintegrating—heading down into the sinkhole of not-knowing, the space of nothingness, the beautiful void of emptiness, the hallmark of ecstasy. Either way, she’d escaped. 
Jane gave her glass another swirl as she dragged her slippers from room to room—every room except Dave’s room. Every light was on except for the light in Dave’s room. Jane stopped in the doorway of the spare room. It was where all their out-of-season clothes lived. The only thing occasionally interrupting their solitude was a winter holiday. They hadn’t been on one in three years. The weather in Florida is definitely going to be warmer. She pulled the carry-on out from the back of the closet, tossed it on the bed, and started to pack. The gin never left her hand.
If only I could step back into some sort of pre-reality. She grabbed a pink sleeveless blouse from a hanger and tossed it in the suitcase. The ethereal space of fog machines and floating. A place where there could be a different choosing. Jane imagined a place where one stood alongside a conveyor belt of bodies like a dry cleaner’s carousel as an old Indian man held a clipboard and read a dust jacket summary of each individual life—an author’s pitch. The line stretched out the door, winding down the side of the building. Creatures leaning against chipped red brick, smoking, despondent and bored, ready to jump, ready to throw in the towel and careen to earth. A floral skirt was tossed in the case. Earth being plugged as the ultimate adventure. A midget ringmaster in top hat and tails with a megaphone to his lips wandering back and forth, up and down the sidewalk. “Step Right Up. Al-a-ga-zam. Ballyhoo. Everyone a jointee. All shapes and sizes, colours galore, a kaleidoscope of creatures, all up for grabs. Come one, come all.” Jane took another sip of gin. I should have paid more attention, taken my time, been more conscientious in my choosing. I had no doubt been distracted by all the churning bodies. Looking for the best suit. Too excited to notice the frayed edges. Too overwhelmed to sniff out a scam. Given another chance, I’m not sure I’d have chosen. Jane looked down at her half-packed case. It seemed too small. She headed to the basement for the larger case—the ice cubes undulated from side to side like tiny gin-soaked rafts lollygagging at sea. 
 As a child, Jane thought that being an adult meant making all the decisions, that she’d simply choose an adventure and be off with it. That there was magic, that she’d be able to change lifestyles willy-nilly, that she could be anything. Do anything. Teachers were always nagging, “Jane, you can be anything you want if you just put your mind to it.” The problem was when she was young she didn’t know how to fix her mind to anything. Nobody talked about that, and later, she’d fixed her mind to something, and life carried on until one day, she woke up realizing she’d fixed her mind to the wrong thing. Nobody talked about that either. 
At the end of the day, Jane seldom felt she’d made any decisions. She actually felt as if she was being dragged around by life and all its demands, as if life was a petulant mother yanking her one way, then another. Ripping her arm from its socket, digging her nails into her wrist, all the while seething just below the surface. Exhausted and raged, often giving Jane the silent treatment. There was no magic. Not that she could see, anyway. 
But then there were other days when Jane felt like she was the sole author of her existence and that she could change her life. That she could be anything she wanted if she just put her mind to it. She just needed to get her shit together, stare in a completely different direction, unpack her entire personality, and implant a new one. She’d even read Unfu*k Yourself and a few other books, and she’d tried to unfuck herself, really tried, but as far as she was concerned, she was still fucked, and right now, it seemed that life had just gotten a little fuckier. 
Now, the idea of changing the entire thread of her life, the pre-umbilical cord thread, that idea wasn’t supported by a litany of books. You couldn't just fly to outer space and ask for a different landing—a redo. There wasn’t an exchange counter or even a limited-time warranty. This was it. You were stuck with what you got. Seems a bit limited in all this talk of limitlessness, she thought. She took everything out of the carry-on and loaded it into the larger case. What am I doing? I’m not going to wait in the basement of an airport. It’s Dave who waits. Yet Jane had to admit, sometimes it felt like life was all about waiting; though she wasn’t quite sure what it was she was waiting for, she intuitively felt it hadn't arrived. She moved everything back into the carry-on. 
Will I be swimming? Out with the bathing suit. Then back in. Maybe I’ll swim. Who knows? Another sip. The ice cubes had drowned themselves in the gin. I wonder if there was much blood? Jane shook her head before an image formed. Jesus Christ, Jane. Black dress? Yes? No? We won’t have a service, will we? We’ll have to do something. Margot will look after that. She held up the black dress. Margot looks after everything. Margot to the rescue. Margot in charge. It could serve as a ‘professional outfit,’ or would pants be better? Swimsuit stayed. Little black dress stayed. Pants were added. 
***
Jane and Dave lived on a cul de sac in a small town in southern Ontario. It was part of an older affluent neighbourhood with large lawns and matured trees, mainly coniferous but with enough maples and ash to create the Canadian palette. It was the kind of neighbourhood nobody ever thought about. A ‘good’ neighbourhood. A, you’re ‘lucky’ to live here neighbourhood. A forget the world neighbourhood. A theatre backdrop neighbourhood. A generic and stale neighbourhood. A shoot your goddamn brains out neighbourhood. A privilege. 
Jane shot back the last dregs of gin, stuck her case by the front door, opened the living room curtains, made a coffee, and sat at the dining room table. Her breath was slow and steady, and her fingers twined tightly around her mug. She stared out the big bay window at nothing. 
The road was at the end of an expansive lawn and a long stone driveway. Across the road, pine trees lined the edge of the escarpment. It had been a shitty winter; one day snow—the next sludge—snow, sludge, snow, sludge for three relentless months. Right now, they were in the sludge stage, though the weather was expected to drop and turn everything to ice. 
Jane’s heart pulsed in her palm of her hands as the dawn crested. She was forty-one years old, and a hint of faded freckles could still be seen traversing the bridge of her nose. Her eyes gleamed an iridescent light blue. She considered them her best feature. Her hair was bone-straight and the colour of northern wheatgrass, neither blonde nor brown. It hung straight to just above her jawline. She considered it her worst feature. She’d inherited her hair from her mother’s side of the family. Her bangs were cut short, extra short, and fell like a ruler across her forehead. She looked like a girl instead of a woman. She was often referred to as delicate, though she didn’t feel delicate. She actually thought she lacked any fragility. She was slight, but not from athletics per se, more from tension. Sometimes, she ached to surrender, but she just didn’t know how. 
Dave woke at five. Dave always woke at five. Never five to five or five after five, always five. It was like a tick or some kind of distant cousin of Tourette’s. She told him what happened. She knew most wives would have woken their husbands up directly following such a call, and although she’d been married for almost nine years, she was still not quite sure how to be a wife. She’d tried, but it just didn’t suit her. She found it awkward and uncomfortable, like standing against a wall at a grade eight dance, or showing up too early for a job interview, or muddling through a first date, or wearing a bra that was too tight. Marriage pinched. It didn’t fit. The whole idea of marriage she found surreal. The tethering to one single person felt suffocating, but she went along feeling like an imposter, as if she’d stepped onto a theatre set but had no lines, as if the handbook for marriage was written in some foreign language. It was a strange arrangement and one she was surprised she’d agreed to in the first place, but there were times when Jane wanted to fit in and be like everyone else, and this particular altar was part of that package, or so she’d thought.
“Oh, baby.” Dave stood in front of Jane in his boxers. His tartan housecoat hung undone. “Baby.” He wasn’t very good with words. He was so bad with words, in fact, that Jane wasn’t quite sure who he really was—she even questioned if she ever knew him. She’d created a version of Dave in her head, but there was no telling if it was true, and truth be told, the more time that passed, the more faded the vision became. It was now a foggy outline of some stranger named Dave, and this fleshy incarnation was what she was left with. 
Jane looked up at her husband. “In a way, I’m not surprised. It’s typical Helen Baxter. And knowing Helen, she probably paid someone to murder her so we could all suffer.” She knew she sounded like a brat, but she felt cold and dismissive. “Christ. Don’t look at me like that. It is my mother we’re talking about.” 
Jane had learned through trial and error that circling too close to Helen Baxter was like rimming the edge of a dark canyon. And she was angry that she was now being forced to lean back over the precipice and stare into the abyss of what looked like Bosch’s Last Judgement. She’d spent nearly two decades comfortable and secure in her distance. She didn’t want to jimmy with that. She knew one wrong move on the Jenga tower, and all could collapse. She didn’t want to collapse. She had no energy for that. She wanted numb. Her teeth were already clenched. And although Dave barely knew her mother, he looked like he was going to cry. Every pasty white part of his face was folded in. Even his thinning brown hair looked sad. It was sad. Christ, even his sagging white defeated chest looked more defeated. I should have left before he woke up. Dave has too many emotions and no idea how to manage any of them. I could have left a note. This is all too sloppy. 
Her detachment was lost on Dave. He came around the table, wrapped his arms around her shoulders, and drew her head into the soft flesh of his belly. Jane winced at the intimacy. The slight sticky feel of skin on skin. The little pricks of hair on her cheek. Good God. She pulled away, and before he could say anything, she told him not to come. She said, “It will be better if it’s just me and my sisters. It’s something the three of us need to do. It’s women’s work.” She didn’t believe any of this. She barely knew her sisters anymore, and women’s work—what the hell was that? She just didn’t want to deal with Dave. 
Dave looked down and nodded as if he understood. He did insist on driving her to the airport, and to that, she consented. Dave wasn’t a bad man. He usually did whatever she said, but that was what annoyed her. She didn’t understand why he stayed, and she resented him for not leaving. It meant the inevitable would be on her. 

They headed to the Buffalo airport and crossed at the Peace Bridge. It was just past seven in the morning. The border guard let them through without a hassle. 
“Do you think it’s cause we’re white?”
“What?” Dave asked.
“Nothing.” Jane cracked the window, let in some cold air, and noted the difference in appearance: brick smokestacks, faded lettering, imperial measurements, tolls. It was a contrast to the pianissimo charms of Canada with stone driveways and evergreens. It was a subtle distinction but one that was never lost on her. Canada felt calm, polite, more outdoorsy. As soon as the pavement turned American, it was as though the swept landscapes were archived and locked away in some gallery basement, and things became seedier—even in the American wilderness, seediness seeped in. America didn’t look like the land of opportunity. It looked MacGyvered. Maybe it was just Buffalo.
When they arrived at the airport, she didn’t let Dave park. 
“Curb it is.” He almost sang the words.
Is that joy in his voice? He does know why he’s dropping me off. But for a moment, there was a little twinge in Jane’s nether regions. Something she hadn’t felt for her husband in years, if ever. This hint of defiance excited her, but then they kissed. The way one kisses a child, or a grandparent and the twinge dried up. 
Inside the airport, the fluorescent lights flickered and bounced off the rows of empty seating—reflected pools of taupe in the plastic cups of the chairs. The smell of ammonia lingered as boots squeaked on the linoleum floor. Someone coughed. Keys rattled on a belt. A mother passed holding the hand of a toddler and exhaled like a mother holding the hand of a toddler. Jane liked early mornings when she could hear sounds in isolation instead of all muted and mashed as the days grew long. It kept things simple and compartmentalized. It held space inside space. It gave distance. Jane thrived on distance, or so she believed. 
With security cleared, Jane headed straight for the Anchor bar. It was an open-concept wraparound bar, and its inherent ergonomics gave it a gravitational pull. “A Bloody Mary.” Jane slid onto a stool. Her feet didn’t reach the footrest. Her legs dangled and swung like a child. Her running shoes clacked together. Jane only drank Bloody Marys at airports—they were perfect—a snack and a numbing agent all in one, a morning drink, an early morning drink.
“Ma’am.” The bartender slid a glass over. It didn’t come with much—a piece of limp celery, a couple of fallen leaves, and an olive missing the pimento. The olive floated on its back.
With luggage packed, a ticket bought, security cleared, and a drink in hand, Jane’s thoughts let loose. Mama is dead. No. Yes. No. It can’t be true. Yes, Jane, it’s true. Dead-dead? Yes. The finality. La muerta. Jane had studied Spanish in school. But it’s so surreal. Death is. Life is. Helen Baxter doesn’t die. Maybe you’re pulling a prank, o’ mother of mine? Are you trying to see who will show up at your funeral? Test out the laments and crying? Jane pictured her mom, hanging on the arm of some slicker, lit to the tits, convincing him it would be grand to trick her daughters into pretending she was dead. “Call, come on call, and tell them I’m dead.” Laughing like a hyena, a thin dress clinging to her hips—a bruise or two on her arms from love and hate. I should have asked Margot how she knew it was real. What confirmation did she have besides some disembodied voice on the other end of the phone? Did she call back to make sure it was real? That a REAL detective called. Jane sucked on her straw. No, Margot would know, and even Helen Baxter wouldn’t go that far. She stared at the bottles of liquor lining the shelves. She paused for a second on the tequila. Maybe it’s a mix-up. They could have phoned the wrong daughter. Jane had once read that twenty-eight thousand babies get switched in a year in the United States alone. Twenty-eight thousand. Staggering. She’d wondered how many ever found their rightful way home and how many stayed ‘unofficially’ adopted. 
No, it’s her. And not just dead, murdered. I wonder what asshole did this? For Christ’s sake, Helen. Jane glanced skyward as if communing with some unseen force and raised her glass. “If this is some macabre prank?” She spoke out loud. She didn’t know whether to be impressed or enraged. “I’m gonna flip the—” She looked around to see if anyone was looking. She was the only one at the bar. It was just after eight a.m. The bartender was at the opposite end, glued to his phone. “I’m gonna flip the fuck out if this is a prank, Mama,” she whispered. “You’re gonna wish you were dead.” For Jane, looking at the sky was simply conditioning. She didn’t believe in unseen forces. She believed that telepathy or communing with the dead were games best left for little girls at sleepovers. She’d done her time on the Ouji board. She was just frustrated.
Jane rested her elbows on the bar and let her eye sockets drop into the heels of her hands. Helen Baxter’s cellular tethering was an exhaustive wake that couldn’t be erased. A DNA chain-linked fence with barbed wire and vicious dogs. No matter how damn hard she tried, she always knew there would come a day she’d get sucked back in, and today was that day, and it just figured her mother wasn’t going to be there. 
Jane’s first inklings of where she had landed in life coincided with her mother suddenly deciding they all needed church. Jane was nine. It wasn’t because Helen Baxter had found the Lord. Helen Baxter had, on several occasions, announced that religion was for primitives. Church was because Helen Baxter was clinging to the arm of a man who preached the redemptive qualities of the gospel during the day and later sinned them in silence at night. A derelict in a mail-order suit who had glued himself to her mother’s side. Jane went twice to the Disciples Revival Church over on Adelaide, but having to stand in such close proximity to her mother’s latest paramour as he sang, See the Light made her skin crawl. 
At the age of nine, in a T-shirt with a faded decal of something and letters that spelled out, Let’s Take a Trip, pink polyester shorts that ran half the length of her thighs, yellow knee socks that fell short of the knob, and a pair of blue and yellow imitation Adidas running shoes, Jane stood, feet pointed out, and stood her ground. She pushed her hair off her face with her grubby little hands, looked her mother square in the eye, and said. “I refuse to be a primitive.” The remnants of a purple popsicle were smeared across her mouth.
Her mother threw her head back and laughed, then took a deep haul on her Menthol 100. Her pink nails chipped, and her dress hung like a sheer curtain as her gaze steeled on Jane. Finally, she exhaled. She held smoke in her lungs longer than the tail-end of a kite. They were in the kitchen, and blue jays could be heard outside the window. “Alright darling, you can stop apeing if you clean up this mess.” The sink was full of dishes, and spaghetti sauce was splattered all over the stove. Jane agreed. Her mother winked and leaned forward so that Jane could feel her smokey breath, “Between you and me, I think it’s a bunch of horseshit, but you say aught, and I’ll send you to live with the nuns.” 
Once Jane stepped out of the biblical garden, her life barrelled at her like a floodlight. She suddenly understood she’d landed entrenched in a whole heap of bullshit and not her own bullshit, her mother’s—a reality that started long before she came around. Yet, at that moment, her teeny-tiny little girl brain decided it was best if she took on full responsibility for her existence. She couldn’t afford a place of her own; she didn’t even know how to get a place of her own, but she started stashing any money she made, found, or stole in a shoebox under her bed. She figured the day would come soon when she’d be able to get out of dodge. She studied a map of Canada that was posted on the wall of her classroom and decided one day she’d go to Cape Breton or Newfoundland. They looked far enough away from St. Catharines, far enough away from her mother and her boyfriends. She had forty-eight dollars saved and was getting hopeful. She figured she’d take the bus. It would take a few days, but she could pack some sandwiches. She wasn’t quite sure what she’d do when she got there, but she could figure that out later. Then someone stole her money. She ran through the house like a holy terror, holding the empty shoebox by the tail and accusing everyone except Charlotte. Her mother was half-asleep on the couch. The Price is Right ran in the background on low on their shit TV. “Keep it down, sweet Jesus, child. Me heads doing a dance.” She went to Margot’s room. She knew it wasn’t Margot, but still she accused her. Craig told her to fuck-off. Jane never found the criminal, so she shut her feelings down. It was the best she could do given the circumstances. 
Once her feelings were locked out of the way, she committed herself to learning. 
She liked facts— mathematics—add ‘em, divide ‘em, take ‘em away. Simple. Jane approached learning with an intensity and a fervor that hadn’t previously existed. She intuitively felt school might be a ticket out, and knowledge became her holy grail. She clung to that olive branch for over thirty years and had only just started to understand its limitations. 
“Waiting for a plane?” 
Jane lifted her eyes from her hands and glanced sideways. A man was smiling at her. A lumberjack man —flannel shirt and broad shoulders man. A thick wave of salt and pepper hair, man. A slightly receding tide of hair, man. Jane sniffed. He smelt like a woodpile—sniff sniff—freshly mulled wood. Sniff sniff. Mmmmm. Lips like snails, a nose that appeared broken and repaired, flattened but sharp. A hockey player’s nose. He was a stark contrast to Jane’s thin lines. The only flaw she could detect, if it were a flaw, was his boots. She’d been expecting some wrinkled and worn leather boots, but instead, he wore mukluks. He took a swig of beer. His arm curled a bulge. A ripple went through Jane’s nether regions. She shifted in her seat. She hadn’t felt an attraction to a man in years. She didn’t count the twinge when Dave dropped her off. She wasn’t even sure it was a twinge. She didn’t have attraction for Dave—not like this—sure, she’d slept with Dave, but that was years ago, and she’d never pushed Dave against a wall. She didn’t have passion for Dave. She barely had anything for Dave. 
“Psssssssttt…” The lines etched around the lumberjack’s eyes, the tiny little lines that notched his face, whispered. “Hey, Psssssssttt…” Jane leaned in, but before she could catch any words, the man backed up. 
Jane sprang back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—your eyes,” Jane scratched at the corner of her eye with her index finger so that there wouldn’t be any confusion, “The lines. They were trying…” Jane cut herself off. Oh my god, what is happening? She knew it was insane to suggest the lines on his face were trying to say something. She wasn’t insane. I’m not insane. Definitely not insane. She shifted—dropped a gear. “Do we know each other?” He looked familiar, as if she’d spent a lifetime with him in some other lifetime. Maybe they were next to each other in the line at the carousel—leaning against the warm brick wall. Sharing a smoke. A joke about Earth.
“No, ma’am. At least, I don’t think we do. I…,” he hesitated, “I wasn’t sure if you were— okay.” He’d hesitated. “You looked as if, well, to be honest, you looked as if you might be sleeping.” The man’s fingers found each other as he held his mug while a taint of red crawled up his neck. She wasn’t sure why he was embarrassed. He looked sideways at Jane.
“No. Thank you. Nope. Not sleeping.” Jane gave a short laugh like a gun rattle. “Definitely not sleeping. Tired, yes. Definitely tired. I guess.” Another laugh. “Maybe. But not sleeping, ya, no. I never really sleep. I rarely sleep, though I wish I were sleeping. Between you and me, I wish I were sleeping all the time.” Another tat-tat of a laugh.
His expression stayed blank.
“I mean, I wish I could sleep since I never sleep. Not all the time. That would make me dead.” A couple more hahas. “I take Ativan, which helps. Sometimes. Not all the time. Though I went through a phase in my early twenties where I was taking it every night, after that—what am I saying? That doesn’t matter. Haha. I’m not sure why I’m telling you this. I guess to let you know I wasn’t sleeping. No Ativan now. See.” Jane stuck out her tongue. His drew back, but he had a hint of a smile, but his eyes drew together, and his brows arched. Still, Jane rattled on. “I rarely sleep even in my bed. Actually, I think a bed is the worst place to sleep.” She wanted to stuff her fist down her throat. She was mortified. Her words spilled like a bag of garbled marbles, bouncing like balls in a bingo cage, and she couldn’t do anything about it. They’d taken on a life of their own. She’d lost control. Jane didn’t lose control. Enough! The loud voice inside spoke. She cleared her throat. Crossed her legs. Sat up straight. A small arch in her back. “Sit like a lady.” Now, her mother’s voice rang in her head. “Thank you, though, thank you for your concern. And yes, yes, waiting for a plane. You?” She tried to smile but took to her drink. Of course, I’m waiting for a plane. What did he think I was doing—whoring it up at the airport bar? Jesus Christ, as if. Whatever was going on, this lumberjack man with his mucklucks was causing a stir in Jane. Not a deep exhalation or surrender, but more of a thrill. The complete opposite, actually, of an ever so slight softening. The thrill riddled Jane and caused her nerves to jangle. She was practically panting. She hadn’t had a thrill in decades. She had Dave. Dave didn’t thrill. Dave chewed his nails and rattled his knees. Dave stuttered his words. Dave didn’t thrill. Dave exhausted. When they first married, Jane had attempted to soothe Dave—took it on as a challenge. But Dave was hardwired to twitch. He was born agitated. His mother once slurred he was colicky. After meeting his family, she didn’t take her inability to soothe Dave as a sign of failure. She took her choosing him in the first place as the failure. There had to be some failings. She was Helen Baxter’s daughter, after all. 
She found it strange that on the cusp of the news of her murdered mother was when life had decided to give her a thrill. Jane took another sniff. She couldn’t help herself. He smelt like a place she wanted to hide. Cedar and pine needles, for sure. God, he smells good, like a cabin. Like the forest in fall. That hint of decay. Jane got caught sniffing. Bloody hell. He sniffed, a puzzled look in his eyes.
Jane tapped at the side of her head with her fingers in an attempt to knock herself out of her adolescent fog. She needed a sledgehammer. Her thoughts went on a rampage: Your mother has just died. Maybe you should get a grip. Maybe not. Maybe yes. Maybe this will take my mind off things. Oh Lord, here we go. And why not? Why the hell not? What’s wrong with a little fun? I never have fun. Really? Yes. This is harmless. Really? Ya, so back up. I’m going to be in the thick of it as soon as my plane lands. Margot will be arriving a little later in the day, and that will be fun: a murdered mother and a lesbian right-wing fundamentalist Texas Christian, all on the same day. At least we won’t have Charlotte until Wednesday. Stop. 
Jane’s younger half-sister, Charlotte, had inherited the addiction bit from her father’s side of the family, and Jane imagined she would be bussing it in from New Mexico. Jane always pictured Charlotte drunk as fuck, making dream catchers, and playing with mala beads. Jane was the only one in the family still left in Canada. Their brother Craig had died in a skiing accident in BC five years ago. At the time, he had recently separated from his wife, Cathy. After Craig’s death, nobody really kept in touch with Cathy. Not because they didn’t like Cathy. In fact, they had all thought Cathy was a saint for putting up with Craig. It was just that none of them were really good at keeping in touch, even with each other. Margot was the only one who rang, and out of courtesy, Jane picked up every other month or so. She kept it short and superficial, usually feigning a work call from Jen on the other line.
“Where are you headed?” she asked. She didn’t care where he was headed. She was attempting normal.
“Chicago. You?” A thin smile. 
He thinks I’m crazy. You are crazy. Whatever.
“Florida,” she responded—back still arched. “What’s in Chicago?” Jane stabbed at her drink with the celery, crushing the olive between a few thin shards of ice. A couple arrived at the opposite end of the bar. Older—overweight. He sat. She stood. Jane overheard the woman.
 “Are you sure you turned off the stove?” 
The man was exasperated. “For the tenth time, yes.” He ordered a beer. The woman asked for a glass of water. 
“What’s in Florida?” He deflected. 
“I asked first. What’s in Chicago?” She twirled her hair. 
“My sister.” It came out flat-ironed.
Jane didn’t respond. Maybe his sister is an addict like Charlotte, and he is on his way to save her and bring her home. Wrap her in a blanket and stop her shakes. Or maybe she is getting a divorce—he’s going to help her pack and get out before the bastard comes home. Jane wanted to rub the lumberjack's shoulders. Soothe him. Actually, she wanted to press her tits into his rounded back, crawl up between the bar and slither into his arms. Fold herself in. Lick his lips. Chew his palm. Suck his thumb. She wanted to breathe on him. Tell him to get his trousers off. Let her spit drip. 
“And Florida? What’s in Florida?” he asked. 
Jane blushed and turned and stared at the older couple. The man’s beer arrived, and the woman’s water. He drank half in one gulp. “I’ll have another,” the man said.
“Gerald.” the woman said. 
“I’ll have another,” he repeated. 
“And what’s in Florida?” the lumberjack repeated.
Jane turned back. “My mother’s in Florida.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand just in case she’d drooled. She left out the dead part. The dead murdered part. That would have sent her thrill careening down a different path. She didn’t want to careen. She wanted to hide. She wanted…the bartender circled back. 
“I’ll have another,” Jane said. “You?” 
“I’m okay.” 
Oh great. Her life had just imploded, and here she was, one vodka, technically one vodka and one gin in acting the fool. She glanced skyward, reached for her empty drink and raised it like a challis—two hands holding it high. Here’s to you, Helen Baxter. I guess the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. All it took was a hello, and I’m swimming toward this man like a sailfish. 
She froze. Her eyes popped. The only thing she could do was put the glass down. The woman across the bar was staring. Jane wasn’t sure if she’d spoken out loud. Fuck.
“How’s your sister?” she asked, trying to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear. Her hair was too short to tuck. 
“Not so good.Your mother?” 
“Not good. ” Jane leaned on an elbow and twirled her hair. “Looks like we’re quite the pair.” Jesus Christ, Jane, What the hell is wrong with you? She sat up in her seat.“I’m sorry, what was your name?” She extended her hand.
“Robert, you?” 
“Gail.” What the…. Jane hadn’t used the name Gail in years. She’d actually forgotten about it and was surprised it popped out of her mouth. Gail was a name Jane had used in her late teens and early twenties when guys were trying to pick her up, and she didn’t want them to know her real name. Her friend Tanya had used the name Frankie. Jane always wished she’d thought of Frankie or maybe something like Roxie. It sounded a lot cooler. Gail sounded like someone’s mother. They shook hands. “No, Gail isn’t my name. Sorry, I don’t know why I said that. It’s a name…never mind. My name is Jane, Jane-Janice-Jones, but nobody has called me by my full name since I was, hmmm,” Haha “gap-toothed and dirty?” 
Are you a moron? He doesn’t need to know your full name. Gap-toothed and dirty? I noticed you didn’t say married. That was the last time you were called Jane Janice Jones. The day you were married. Jane Janice Jones, do you take this man? You do remember that you’re married, yes? Jane and Dave barely knew each other when they ran off and got married at one of those drive-up Elvis chapels in Vegas. Jane didn’t remember the name. There are so many. They’d been drunk the entire three days they were there. Curiosity. That was why she got married. Curiosity. She realized soon after that was probably not the best reason to get married. 
“Nice to meet you, Jane Janice Jones.” 
The way he said her name made Jane want to cancel her flight to Florida, forget about any phone call, forget about Dave, and fly to Mexico with this man so they could lie on a beach, drink margaritas, and make love in the sand until the day they died. That was the story she wanted. That was the hand she wished she had been dealt. He’d paused after each name—Jane. Janice. Jones. as if he was taking off a piece of clothing in between. Jane—unbuttoned her blouse. Janice—her jeans. Jones—the finale. She kept her back straight and a grip on her mind. “Jane, just Jane. Nice to meet you, too, Rick, Richard, Robert. Yes. Sorry. Robert.”
Robert smiled. 
Jane’s Bloody Mary arrived. The couple had already paid their bill and left. A single man had come. He was sixty-ish, wearing a wrinkled suit and one of those shiny gold watches. He had what looked to be a rye and coke in front of him. Jane didn’t want her drink anymore. Everything was becoming too much—much too much—inside the belly of a whale—too much. She checked her phone for the time. She had lots of time.
“Shit, I’m sorry. I better get to my gate.” She caught the bartender's eye. Jane couldn’t remember the last time she felt this attracted to a man. The feeling didn’t sit well. “Can I just get my bill, please?” She wanted to get back to nothing, be nothing, but nothing was hard to get to. She needed to get the hell out of there. 
She sucked on her straw. The vodka rivered to her brain. 
“Have a great time in Chicago,” she hesitated, “Robert. Yes, Robert. Have a good time.
“You too, Jane.”
“Nice chatting with you,” she added and slid out of her chair. She threw a couple of twenties down, did a hint of a curtsey—actually more of a bow—and bolted. 


