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Is the River

Monica Kidd

Traffic is creeping and Otto is screaming. Otto is screaming 
and time has stopped and they are getting nowhere and she rolls 
down the window to let in the air and freeze out her panic. The 
windshield wipers pump. She eases her foot off the brake and moves 
a few inches forward. Turns the radio up, but still the baby screams. 
The light turns yellow and her heart pounds. The man in the car 
ahead makes it through but leaves his bumper dangling in the 
intersection. She watches other drivers’ faces as they swerve to miss 
him, shaking their angry heads. She could walk faster than this. If  
only the baby would stop crying.

 
 The light changes again and Esther is the first one through, 

whatever the delay was, is no longer. Forward momentum quiets the 
baby and it is a break in the weather of  her heart. She rounds the 
corner, joins the moving stream of  cars. 

Two blocks on, she spots the flashing lights. Another collision 
that trips up life in this car-addicted city. Over coffee each morning, 
she listens to the radio and wonders when it will be her turn, in the 
way she wonders, while washing the dishes or reading the mail, 
what kind of  cancer is presently taking root in her body. But it is 
calm in the car now and what she thinks about instead is the anger 
draining from her son’s face, the ringing in her ears, and the rain. 

She catches her own pinched face in the rearview mirror and 
breathes deeply. Like smoothing the sheets on a bed.

Traffic slows again as she approaches the scene of  the 
accident and a grim face in a slicker waves her into the far lane. 
Police, the fire department, an ambulance. A rusty Jetta pushed 
up against the guardrail and paramedics, hands locked, pounding 
on the chest of  a woman in an overcoat and sloppy boots. The 
pavement wet with rain and something else. Onlookers making 
room for death. She can’t see the face, only the soles of  the unlaced 
boots slapping the puddles with each compression. The baby erupts 
with wailing again.

*

A week after Otto’s birth she could not remember the 
contractions, only their intoxicating regularity. The way they 
blocked all thought, the choke that gathered with each at the back 
of  her throat.

 She could remember the too-bright lights in the triage area, 
the closed door of  shift change, the something that dripped through 
the ceiling tiles when the contractions began to grip her and tunnel 
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her vision. She could remember her water breaking and the 
sudden animal urge to push. The bone-grinding-over-bone feeling 
of  the baby’s head, the grunts and growls surely coming from some 
other woman, the coaching and questions of  the nurses and doctors 
sounding deep from the bottom of  a well. The heart-rending relief  
of  the baby slipping, finally, into the night. She couldn’t remember 
his first cry or Pete cutting the cord or how much time passed before 
they placed the baby on her chest. She recalls suddenly feeling like 
a melon rind, scooped out and pockmarked, and how urgently her 
son looked for her nipple. She remembers her panicked body, her 
unreliable legs nearly collapsing in the hot shower. She remembers 
stepping out, shaky and pale and warm, seeing her son asleep in his 
sleeping father’s arms, the surprise and relief  she felt at being — 
alone. 

 What happened to the other hours and minutes, she cannot 
say. With each day that passes she recalls less of  the night of  his 
birth. Now his small breathing body pins her to the bed, to the 
present and the future. Tonight he stretches over the retreating 
mound of  her belly, and the wind chime seesaws a welcome to the 
first flakes of  the year. He blinks at her with deep blue eyes. Who are 
you? His left hand drifts toward his face, his breath coming in puffs 
and sighs. 

She rises to tuck him into his crib and is gripped with a 
turbulent fear: that the time will go too fast, that she will wake up 
one morning and there will be no baby. That this will all have been 
a complicated lie. 

*

They are new to the city, having been called to the prairies 
from the coast during the last months of  her pregnancy for Pete’s 
work. Severed from her familiar life, she began to look for something 
from strangers. Not friendship really, perhaps just membership in 
a tribe. All throughout the fall she had been searching the eyes of  
people as they passed her, armed with ear buds and sunglasses, 
wrapped in urban isolation. It was exhausting. Instead, she found 
her way to tangle of  the river: the cottonwood, their trunks homey 
and shapeless as legs in support hose. The noisy magpies, rogue and 
imperial in their blue-black jackets. Wolf  willow, plump and silver 
against the perpetually clear sky. The wet breath of  the river more 
taste than smell. Petrichor. 

 She pushes the stroller under a bridge. It’s warm and quiet, 
even now in mid-winter, with the ice humped up and flash frozen; it 
feels safer down here with the city’s underthings. A bike bell tings 
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her behind her and she is passed by a young woman on a banana 
seat wearing dreadlocks, Lycra pedal pushers, and neoprene boots, a 
yoga mat slung over her shoulder. It’s a uniform that would get you 
beaten up in any other place she’s lived and it makes her so lonely 
her teeth hurt. 

But still there is the river. The river that spills and spills.
 

*

It is a Wednesday in March. She and Otto head east along 
the river and are passed by a group of  joggers who centipede past 
them in matching jackets, hip belts studded with small bottles and 
bags of  highly-packaged fuels. A dopey spaniel brings up the rear. 

Esther used to run. But now, in the darkness of  every endless 
night, she stares at Otto’s crib sheet, tucked in not quite perfectly. 
She looks for it each night like a nod from a friend at shift change. 
Every night she walks herself  through the thought experiment of  
getting up from the chair, crossing the floor, and pushing the elastic 
under the thin mattress. Each night she is sucked back into an 
exhaustion that makes it impossible to do this. 

A cold wind stretches the skin tight across her cheeks. 

Perhaps she will run again.

 They are approaching the place she was come to think 
of  as shopping cart alley, with its tangles of  discarded carts and 
baby strollers pimped out with flagging tape and beer boxes, piled 
high with cracked vinyl purses and sleeping bags, winter coats and 
umbrellas. Their owners are generally either sleeping nearby or 
have completely vanished. She makes a point of  smiling when she 
catches the occasional bloodshot eye. She cringes to walk past them 
carrying a coffee that cost as much as a meal might. Just having a 
full set of  teeth can make her feel as if  she has sinned. Pete thinks 
this is ridiculous and they have argued about it. 

On this particular Wednesday morning, the carts are in their 
usual places, tucked under spruce trees and into willow groves, and 
the owners are nowhere to be seen. She slows for a moment and 
resists the urge to poke through the contents of  the cart closest to 
her. 

“How old is your baby?”

 She jumps. She turns to find herself  nose to nose with an old 
woman wearing too many clothes. Her cheeks are hollow. There 
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is an acetone smell of  hangover. Esther can’t think fast enough to 
concoct a lie, so she tells her. “Four months.”

The woman nods and shuffles off down the path toward an 
electric red scooter jutting out of  the woods. She settles onto it and 
buzzes away. Esther stares. She peaks over the top of  the stroller to 
tuck Otto in a little tighter. He grins toothlessly at her. 

Esther looks up and watches the scooter disappear. 

On a sandbar in the river, someone has built a sandstone 
inukshuk. Beside it is a sign that reads, “Is the river sad?” It is an art 
installation, designed to look like a municipal storm water outflow 
sign. The arms of  the inukshuk are supposed to point the way 
somewhere, but they point in two directions at once. The river 
rushes and gurgles, carrying on. A panic rises in her chest. 

Yes.

*

The house is a changeling. During the day, the flooding light 
and the baby’s cooing, the warm pots of  tea, the big trees on the 

street, the neighbours’ verandas busy with strollers and other 
baby jetsam, all of  it paints everything a convincing shade of  happy. 

 But something happens at night. She first noticed it a couple 
of  weeks ago after tucking Otto into bed for the night and venturing 
into the basement to dust off her sewing machine. Pete was at work, 
and there were sounds down there. Occasionally she would catch a 
suggestion of  movement from the corner of  her eye and twist in her 
chair to find nothing there. 

Tonight, when all the fears of  the world have come home to 
roost, with her fatigue that is a century of  drought and plague and 
dust, she tries to keep at her sewing, driving the pedal faster and 
faster, breaking her needle and tangling her threads. 

She turns up the music on her laptop. She begins to 
anticipate a hand on her leg or a face in the darkness. The darkness 
creeps up the back of  her neck. Her breath refuses to move. She 
slams her computer shut and takes the stairs two at a time, leaving 
all the lights ablaze. Pulls Otto from his crib and hangs on for dear 
life.

*



16 17

Is the River         Monica KiddFiction

The days pass toward summer and Esther continues to see 
the old woman on her morning walks with Otto. She often spots her 
talking to herself  down at the river’s edge, her coat and boots like a 
second skin. Unlike the men, she is never with others. She wishes
she knew where the woman went at night, and whether any of  the 
nests of  filthy blankets she passes under the bridges are hers. Esther 
wishes she knew the woman’s name. She would leave something for 
her — a bottle of  shampoo, a stack of  sandwiches. 

 This morning, Esther and Otto are sitting on a blanket, 
feeding the ducks their regulation birdseed. The sun has brought 
out the joggers and walkers, a whole stream of  corporates in their 
hosiery and white sneakers. Two men hold court on a nearby bench 
and blare a battery radio. One, tattooed from neck to wrists, wears 
eyeglass frames without lenses. Beside them, a sign: Is the river forgotten

 Esther hears the shuffling steps behind her and senses who it 
is before she turns around. The old woman wears her heavy coat in 
spite of  the unseasonable heat. Sweat beads near her hairline. A car 
alarm starts up. She looks at the woman, so close now she can hear 
her breathe.

 

Esther picks up her infant son and holds him close, a hand 
on the back of  his velvety head. The woman stares. She shifts 

her weight from one foot to the other, sucks on the hollow of  her 
cheeks. She reaches a finger toward the baby. Esther flinches, pulls 
Otto into her chest. The alarm stops. The woman quickly shifts her 
eyes and shuffles away.

 Words come, but Esther clamps her mouth shut. Then, as 
the scooter disappears, she whispers, “His name is Otto.”

Behind her, clouds gather on the horizon. 




