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_____

Something like Ashes

I opened my eyes, reluctantly, as the room came into focus. Shafts of sunlight cut through the half-shut blinds, illuminating the dust floating above the floor like ash. It also exposed the heap of dirty laundry I’d been throwing into the center of the bedroom for—what? A week? Maybe longer.

I groaned and turned over, yanking the pillow across my face like a curtain. I needed to shut those damn blinds. But who cared what time it was? I didn’t. Not anymore.

Still, my body had other plans. I’d heard stories of people who lay in bed so long they developed bedsores. That hadn’t happened yet. So I figured I was still within the acceptable boundaries of functional self-destruction.

I was filthy. But that felt like the only honest expression left in me. I was fulfilling my solemn obligation not to give a single shit about anything. The apartment reminded me of him. Doomscrolling didn’t help. The idea of a rebound made my skin crawl. I was checked out.

Most of my adult life had been spent as a journalist—never tethered to one beat, just chasing whatever story caught my attention and dragging it, bloody and twitching, into the light. I didn’t just report. I dissected. Maybe that back-and-forth is what drove him away. Maybe he got tired of my zigzagging ambition.

He used to say he loved my wild spirit. Said I made life unpredictable. Adventurous. But “adventurous” starts to look different once you hit your thirties. Apparently it looks like a girl who’s less than twenty-five years old. Because that’s who he knocked up. And now they’re playing house like I never existed.

I screamed into my pillow until my throat burned. At some point, this phase had to burn itself out. I told myself today—whatever time it was—might as well be the day I got up.

Dragging myself to the bathroom felt like an Olympic sport. I barely made it before the dizziness hit. I knelt in front of the toilet and cradled my face in my hands as I emptied whatever cocktail of regret and peppermint vodka I’d poured down my throat the night before. I was pretty sure vodka had won out—it was clean, efficient, easy to hide in anything.

I washed my hands and stared at the mirror. The face staring back looked like someone I used to know. The fine lines at the corners of my eyes had turned into trenches. My jaw sagged in a way no cream could fix. I still worked out when I traveled, tried to keep it together, but no amount of cardio outruns time—or betrayal.

Maybe I was being too hard on myself. People said that a lot. That’s what they say when they don’t know what else to say.

“Whatever,” I muttered and opened the medicine cabinet. The anxiety bottle rattled like a maraca. I shook one into my palm and swallowed it dry. Bless Jenny—my best friend and doctor. She’d tried to coax me back into the world. I wasn’t ready. Just let the miserable bear sulk in her cave.

Back in the cluttered room, I stretched and made my way to the nightstand. My phone glowed with a tiny slice of the outside world. One missed call. Alan.

I sat on the bed, legs folded like a kindergartener. I couldn’t ghost my boss forever.

I hit Call Back.

“Kat?” His voice was always soft, but now it sounded unusually careful.

“Alan. Yeah, it’s me. Don’t waste your breath trying to sound delicate. I just needed a break. I’m okay.”

“That’s... good to hear.” He cleared his throat. “Listen, I wouldn’t normally call unless I thought this was up your alley.”

Translation: he needed a favor. Alan never danced around anything. Editor-in-chief of The National Ledger, no time for bullshit. I liked that about him. I delivered, and that’s how I got the best assignments. Journalism wasn’t about truth anymore—it was about speed. First place got the clicks. Second place got buried.

“We got a tip,” he said. “Something weird. Northeast coast. Remote town. You up for a drive?”

“Details?”

“I’ll send them through the app. Let me know.”

“Alright. I’ll check.”

“Thanks, Kat.”

He hung up. Classic Alan.

I opened the app. Encrypted. Untappable. Untraceable. This message will self-destruct in ten seconds.

I chuckled.

GREYFARE, MAINE. POPULATION 500. FISHING COMMUNITY. SCENIC. ISOLATED. REPORTS OF STRANGE BEHAVIOR. UNUSUAL LIGHTS. LOCALS ACTING... OFF.

The tip came from someone inside—someone who didn’t want this going public yet.

Good.

My fingers hovered over the screen. The truth was, I needed this. I needed a new focus. Something to pull me out of the grave I’d been digging.

Maybe I’d been running my whole life. Maybe I was the problem.

But I could still tell a damn good story.

I’m in, I typed.

Alan responded instantly with a thumbs-up emoji.

Time to pack.

––––––––
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It only took a few minutes to find a place just outside Greyfare. A little cottage. Cute—at least from the pictures. Weathered wood, white shutters, a wraparound porch that looked like it had secrets. Solid reviews. I booked it.

Almost immediately, I got a reply:

––––––––
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To: Katherine Calder

From: The Grey Cottage

Subject: Welcome to Greyfare

Dear Katherine,

Thank you for booking with us. We’re happy to welcome you to The Grey Cottage—a quiet little place nestled between the woods and the sea.

Check-in is anytime after 3:00 PM. The key is in a black lockbox beside the front steps. Code: 3197. Feel free to make yourself at home—there’s coffee, extra blankets, and some basic supplies in the pantry. The Wi-Fi can be spotty depending on the weather, but there’s a landline in the kitchen if you need to reach us.

We live just down the hill on Fisher’s Path, a ten-minute walk. If you need anything—or if something feels off—please don’t hesitate to call.

We hope you enjoy your stay.

—Albert & Helen Moore

P.S. If you hear any noises at night, don’t worry. The wind moves strange out here, especially when the tide pulls low.

––––––––
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Sounds perfect.

I replied with a thumbs-up emoji. A little homage to Alan.

Planes were too crowded. Driving, too exhausting. I booked business class on Amtrak. Twelve hours, a few switches, and I’d be in Brunswick. From there, I’d rent the cheapest car I could find. I wasn’t picky.

I still had time to clean myself—and the place—up a bit.

I looked around. The walls were mostly bare. A couple of framed photos still hung, like ghosts, from when he lived here. He always handled the decorating. And the cleaning.

“Ugh,” I groaned, slinking off the mattress like a half-dead animal. I surveyed the wreckage and started scooping armfuls of dirty clothes into the basket.

Time to go to work.

––––––––
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It didn’t take as long as I expected. Music helped. I blasted Beastie Boys and by early afternoon, the place didn’t look half bad.

Proud of me. Time for a reward.

I grabbed the rum, added soda, and let the melting ice cubes clink like a metronome in the glass. I could down this, shower, and melt into the hot water until the tank ran dry.

Just me, myself, and I. No one waiting for me. No one to come home to.

Then I saw my phone on the kitchen counter. One missed call from Jenny.

So much for no obligations.

I sighed, picked it up, and called back.

“Kat?” Her voice was soft but strained.

“Hi, yeah. It’s me.” I tried to sound okay, but the cracks showed.

“I was thinking about coming over,” she said. “See if the meds were helping. But mostly, I just wanted to stay in touch.”

“I don’t need a babysitter, Jenny,” I said, too sharp. “I’m fine, really. I just...”

Big sigh. Too big to play off.

“You know. He’s a bastard. I thought once the divorce was finalized, I’d be a new person. Instead, I feel like I’m still waiting for someone to tell me it didn’t happen. Like he’s just going to come back.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I don’t know where this is coming from. I’m trying to run from it, I guess.”

“Kat, no,” she said gently. “You lost something you thought was forever. You’re grieving. That’s not weakness.”

“I thought I had my shit together,” I said. “We used to talk about retirement. Travel. Helping kids.”

“You still can. You’ve just got the whole world to yourself now.”

I let her words settle in the silence. I felt... lighter.

“I’m heading out tonight,” I told her. “Back to work.”

“I’m glad. And Kat? I’ll always know how to find you.”

“Right. I forgot I shared my location with you forever ago.”

“I didn’t,” she said. “Sometimes, I open the map just to see the little dot moving. It reminds me you’re still in the world.”

We hung up.

I looked at the drink on the counter. Ice half melted. I poured it out.

Right now, I needed a hot shower. I was about to rejoin society. And tomorrow?

Greyfare, here I come.
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_____

Through Stations & Silence

I marveled at the ceiling soaring above me—impossibly high—a coffered grid of gold and cream that made me feel small in the best kind of way. Sunlight streamed through the towering windows, cutting bold angles across the stone floor, catching the polished brass and making the whole place shimmer like a memory from another time.

I stood still for a moment, suitcase in hand, just watching it all: the rhythm of strangers in motion, the flicker of the departure board, the statue of the angel lifting the fallen soldier like something out of myth. The echo of footsteps and quiet conversations played like a soundtrack to history.

This place has a soul, I thought. The kind built from a thousand reunions, a hundred thousand goodbyes.

I walked deeper into the concourse and caught the faint scent of coffee, grease from train brakes, old stone, and something else—something like importance. Like the building remembered everything that ever happened inside it. Like it was waiting for something else to happen.

Filled with stories. And some of them written by Yours Truly.

Years ago, it was Alan who asked me to go. I was nearby. First, there were whispers about a bomb. Market Street had been shut down. Turned out to be a blown transformer cable—nothing tragic, just dramatic enough to spark curiosity. The guy I pestered for details turned out to be a goldmine of trivia. I used it in the piece. How the station’s roof was reinforced to handle planes—light aircraft, if they ever needed it. And beneath it? A warren of old mail tunnels and service corridors. During the war, this place served as a vital hub for troops and supplies.

Alan ended up publishing it. He said it was good writing.

I felt the trains rumble beneath my feet and pulled myself out of the memory. Somewhere in my brain, I started searching for the right word to describe that sound—something perfect. Stuttering? Chuttering? I couldn’t quite grab it. Writer’s block?

Shuddering! That was it. I felt better.

The smell of roasted beans was too enticing. I decided I had time. The line for the coffee bar wasn’t bad.

I scrolled through options on my phone for the ride. My podcast preferences were all over the place: true crime, history, psychology, sex... that one made me pause.

When was the last time?

I shook my head. Don’t know. Sorry, babe. Ancient history at this point.

"Can I have a name for the order?" The barista was all sunshine and youth.

I blinked. "Yeah, um... could I get a non-fat mocha, no whip?"

She kept smiling, just slightly more neutral now. "Sure, but can I get your name first?"

"Oh—duh. Sorry." I shifted the weight of my laptop bag higher on my shoulder. "It’s Kat. You can spell it however you want."

"Okay! We’ll have that right out to you!"

I tapped my card to the reader. The green screen blinked and I reflexively tipped 20%. They deserved it. I couldn’t do this job—it was like being trapped in coffee prison.

"Thank you!" she called, still all brightness and grace.

I stepped toward the pickup counter and joined the congregation of fellow caffeine disciples, all heads bowed, necks craned to phones like worshipers at the altar of distraction. Honestly? A blessing. Small talk had long since died in places like this, and I was fine letting it rest.

I’d never been great at it anyway. I was the dog that had never been properly socialized—well-meaning, maybe, but a little wild-eyed and weird around strangers. My conversational skills were rudimentary. Primitive, even. Like what cavemen must’ve fumbled through when they first discovered language.

Me Kat. You Bob. Hi Bob.

Sure, I had no trouble writing. That was different. That was me alone with my thoughts, sculpting meaning out of noise. But even then, it took work. I never really considered the reader. Maybe that made me a heartless, apathetic bitch.

I blamed my parents.

Back to the mission.

I was too picky. I Googled “best podcasts” and skimmed the list. Most of them I’d heard before, maybe even started, then drifted off halfway through. One caught my eye—a story about people who just disappeared.

That’s fitting, I thought.

I tapped it, paused it right away. Saved it for when I was settled in my seat.

I’d packed light but dressed in layers—autumn in the Northeast was closing, and winter had a habit of turning cruel fast. My long overcoat fended off the chill, with dark leggings and cushioned sneakers doing the rest. The weather up north was already biting.

"Cat?" My name called from the counter. Written in black strokes on the side of the steaming cup.

Close enough.

"Thanks," I said, taking the hot grande in hand. I turned, the cup warming my palm, and headed toward my gate.

––––––––
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The sound was different now as I cruised toward my destination. When I wasn’t wearing my headphones, there was that signature clacking noise—steady and hypnotic—as the train glided over the rails.

Click-clack. Click-clack.

The occasional weeble-wobble of the car rocked through the floor, but otherwise, I was comfortable. The business-class seats were wide, the tray was decent, and I’d scored a window seat. The sun was just beginning to fade—smearing streaks of orange and lavender across the glass.

I paused the podcast. Stretching my legs felt necessary. I had this habit, this inner rule—before I could do a task, I had to do something else first. No idea why. Probably made up in the womb.

My next goal was to dig into some research on Greyfare, but that meant I needed a middle step. Something simple. Something physical.

I stood and slipped past the guy seated next to me. He’d smiled politely when he first sat down, then buried himself in work. Definitely traveling for business. He packed light, dressed casual, didn’t make small talk.

Good man. Quiet. Respectful. My favorite kind.

I used my arms to stabilize myself as I made my way to the restroom. I knocked just in case.

No occupado.

I slid the door open and was immediately greeted by the thunder of the rails below—amplified tenfold in this echo chamber of metal. Guess they didn’t bother insulating the bathroom. Maybe it was deliberate. Keep people from falling asleep on the shitter. Wouldn’t be out of the question on a red-eye.

I took care of business in the prison-worthy tin can, then checked myself in the mirror. I leaned forward and back, adjusting for the sway of the car.

Not bad. I’d done well with the makeup. The lighting should have made it easier to see the lines, and I had a kind of glow, but my eyes still looked tired. Nothing to be done about that. I’d stopped crying mid-shower earlier, but I still felt hollow, like a shell casing. Used and burned.

There was a steady heat flaring behind my ears and neck. I turned and caught it in the mirror—red, blotchy. I splashed cold water on the back of my neck and peeled off the mock-turtleneck I’d thrown on earlier. The ache in the back of my head—always the left side—was blooming again. Maybe it was the light in here. Way too bright for such a cramped space.

I unlocked the door and pulled it open.

Thunk.

They had lowered the cabin lights. It was darker now. Hushed.

I used my elbows on top of the seats to shadow-crawl through the aisle. Most of the passengers were asleep already, faces faintly lit by the glow of phones and tablets.

My neighbor was asleep now too. Blanket pulled tight to his chest, sleep mask secured over his eyes. He was snoring—waves of thunder followed by sudden, gasping pauses.

Poor guy. Probably had a CPAP tucked away in that luggage somewhere.

Lucky me.

I slid back into my seat and slipped my earbuds in. My arm brushed across the tray table—and paused.

Crumbs.

I frowned and wiped them off without thinking, glancing over at Thor the Thunder Sleeper.

Sneaking snacks while I was gone?

I shook my head and reached for my phone. Time to finish the story about ol’ Albert, the guy who went missing on a routine hunting trip. That’s how these stories always went.

Everything was fine—until it wasn’t. Mysterious disappearances. Creepy locals. You know the drill.

I didn’t buy into all that paranormal crap. Never did. I’d seen what real people were capable of. All devils, no horns. And the odds of running into one? A hell of a lot higher than anyone liked to admit.

I checked the time. A little after midnight.

We’d passed more towns than I remembered. The coffee cup was empty. I didn’t remember finishing it.

Wow. Either I nodded off... or I lost some time.

I told myself it didn’t matter. I reached into my bag and dug out a sleeping pill.

Down the hatch.

I’d started needing them a few years ago. Nights were the worst—my mind wouldn’t shut up, and the dark never seemed to settle. My eyes just kept straining like something was out there, just out of reach. Everything blurred.

Eventually, I talked to Jenny about it.

Jenny.

I opened my texts. There was one from her—must’ve missed it while I was listening to the podcast. Maybe I did fall asleep.

“I want you to have a good trip, Kat. Enjoy yourself. I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

She followed it with a crying-laughing emoji.

Too late to respond now.

But I smiled anyway.

My eyelids were heavy. The pill was working.
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_____

Northbound

The rhythmic clap-clack of the wheels kept me under just long enough to dream of nothing at all. When I cracked an eye, daylight slanted through the windows and turned the dust motes to floating gold. One more connection and the marathon would be finished—just a short commuter line to Brunswick, a rental car, and then the last push to Greyfare. Almost disappointing in its simplicity.

I gave my shoulders a slow, exaggerated stretch and fell instantly in love with the view. Autumn was in full swagger: maples burning crimson, birches flicking coins of yellow, the occasional sugar-hued oak shouting from a hillside. I wanted to bottle the colors—or maybe wear them like armor for whatever waited in that coastal town.

Journey over destination, always. New roads, new faces.

Quick pit stop. My seatmate—still sleeping like the saint of Silence—hadn’t budged. I gathered my backpack and slid into the narrow restroom. The metal door groaned a warning, Thunk, and suddenly the carriage felt older, like stepping into a steel time capsule. Business done, face splashed, teeth checked. Two station beeps had sounded while I was in there; the next would be mine.

Back in the aisle, I waited by the exit, gripping the rail as the train hissed to a halt. On the platform, the cold slapped me awake. I made a beeline for the little coffee cart parked under a squealing gull-shaped flag before I transferred to the local transit line. 

The final leg was...flat. Grey sky, muted chatter, industrial seats that squeaked whenever I shifted. The platform air tasted like pennies: sharp, metallic, ready to snap. Layers were my salvation: a cable-knit sweater, a plaid scarf wrapped so tight it felt like insulation for my bones.

Coffee in hand: plain drip, cream, too much sugar. My coffee always had to be sweeter than me. He used to say that. Funny how a single line can lodge itself between your ribs like shrapnel. One day I’ll dig it out and burn it, but not today.

News scroll on the phone. Geo-political doom, celebrity scandal, the usual algorithmic frenzy. Information once crawled at thirty miles an hour with these very rails; now it screamed across fiber-optic cables before anyone could blink. Irony: I made my living from feeding that scream, yet here I was fleeing to the edge of nowhere for a story that probably wouldn’t trend. Small towns still breathed beneath the radar. Philly kept me sharp, but back roads fed the part of me that still believed real journalism lived close to the ground.

Go Birds, I mouthed at the screen, out of habit. My cab was nearly empty, a silver lining for illicit hydration. I flashed my e-ticket at the conductor—a ruddy-cheeked guy with a cap too big for his head.

“Enjoy the ride, miss.”

“Thanks,” I said, and meant I hope you ignore what I’m about to do.

Coke bottle. Rum. Half-and-half into the rapidly cooling paper cup once filled with coffee. The first sip spread heat down to my toes. Good judgment murmured something about professionalism; good judgment didn’t get a vote today.

Outside the window, the leaves intensified like someone kept turning up the saturation. By the time Brunswick appeared, a blur of old brick and shining tracks, I had drained the concoction and felt pleasantly calm.
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_____

A Threshold

The rental desk sat in a drafty annex that smelled of pine cleaner and stale pretzels. Behind the counter: tall, dark, lean in all the right places. Surprise perk of the trip. My half-lit grin tried to pass itself off as sultry; he gave me the polite, open-palmed smile of Customer Service Level Five.

“Name?”

“Katherine Calder.”

Tap-tap-tap on the keyboard. “Heading far?”

“Maine.” I popped a peppermint, hoping it did its job. “Weekend work trip.”

His eyes flicked to the plastic ID I slid across. “All set. Gray Corolla, slot twelve. Full tank, bring it back the same.”

Smile, document, keys. Transaction complete, fantasy retired. I straightened my shoulders, folded the flirty alter-ego back into her box, and headed outside.

Slot twelve waited under a veil of drifting leaves. I tossed my bag onto the passenger seat, ratcheted the seat forward to match my five-foot-three frame, and fiddled with the mirrors. Petite had its perks—legroom bonus—but cultural trends now favored “stronger builds.” Maybe I’d catch up one day. Maybe not.

One more ritual: the refill. Last of the Coke.  I poured the rum, watched it swirl, then hesitated. Just a splash, I told myself. For the nerves. That little voice in my head—the one with the checklists and caution signs—scoffed. But I drowned it like I always did. One drink didn’t mean failure. Right?

“Here’s to strange towns and stranger stories,” I whispered, and the wind through the lot answered with a crisp rustle.

I synced the Bluetooth and pulled up Maps. Only one route led into Greyfare—just one road in, no options. But luck was on my side—the majority of the drive hugged the coastline, weaving along the cliffs and brushing against the edge of the Atlantic like it had nowhere else to be. I rolled down the window a few inches and let the air in. Sharp. Bracing. It carried the scent of something old and unsettled—like the sea had secrets it wasn’t done whispering.

I had hoped for a scenic route, and here it was, unfolding like a slow, deliberate invitation. The kind of road that didn’t just take you somewhere—it drew you in.

Sure, the story I was chasing had a timeline, but I didn’t. Not really. I wasn’t racing a deadline—I was tracing a mood. Following something quieter. More subtle. A trail of unease wrapped in coastal beauty. If I were going to write well, I had to feel it under my skin. I had to step into the fog, breathe the same air, get the cold wind in my hair and salt on my lips. My job wasn’t to report the story. It was to become part of it.

I pointed the Corolla north, the steering wheel already ghost-warm from the late afternoon sun. The distance to The Grey Cottage measured just under seventy miles (one hour if I behaved, forty-five minutes if the open road allowed it).

With the leaves blazing on either side and the rum settling into a mellow glow, I pressed the accelerator and let the journey write its headline.

I had to stop once—blame the Rum & Coke. Somewhere between Brunswick and Greyfare, I pulled into a rest stop that looked like it hadn’t been updated since the '80s. Cracked pavement, a weather-beaten map display behind foggy plexiglass, and enough space for a few semis. One rig was parked near the far edge, engine off, cab dark. The truck was a tired blue, dulled from years on the road. Not modern by any stretch. The trailer it hauled was a brittle flatbed—empty now, bones exposed. My guess? A log hauler. That’s what made sense out here. Logging was one of the last holdouts of industry in the region, and anything even loosely tied to it probably kept the lights on.

On the train up, I had looked over the map of the area more times than I could count. Greyfare wasn’t big. A diner, a couple gas stations, a few motels. A post office, a police station, the obligatory firehouse. The basics of a small town that still managed its affairs. Municipal meant they kept the budget close to the vest—taxes, zoning, community events. All controlled by people who probably knew each other since birth.

The town had survived off the sea. Not tourism. Not art galleries or beach rentals. Fishing. Real work. The kind that turned hands into sandpaper and faces into leather. They sold their catch to the big ports around Brunswick and Portland. That’s what Greyfare was—a harbor town that never made headlines. Just kept existing.

It was named for what it was: a stop. A resting place. A grey fare—transient, in-between. Something that helped you get from one place to another. It reminded me of my little habit, something you do to acknowledge a threshold. A pause before moving forward. A breath before the plunge.

Five hundred people. That’s what the records said. Not a lot. But it never mattered if it was one person or five hundred—stories come from people. Five hundred possibilities. Five hundred lives. You only needed one to crack open a mystery.

I stepped out and lingered at the edge of the lot. From here, the climb gave me a view over the tree line, and beyond that, the ocean. Massive and moving. A thing that doesn’t stop—not for us, not for anything. The waves churned like something restless underneath, and the mist blurred the horizon so completely it looked like the world just ended out there.  It made my life and my problems feel insignificant.  

I understood why they included grey in the name.

The town sat nestled between two peninsulas, tucked in where the inlet curved like a cradle. Cold ocean air swept over the inlet’s warmer waters, birthing a constant mist—like steam rising from the edge of the earth. A ghost tide. Something ancient. It clung to the pines and drifted into the streets. Greyfare didn’t just sound like a forgotten place. It looked like one.

I loved it.

The forests out here weren’t the friendly kind. Tight, black beneath the towering pines. They leaned into one another, whispering secrets. A rainforest soaked in salt and shadow. The ground was dark and soft, rich with decay and life tangled together. The ocean air slapped me in the face with cold clarity, punching through my lungs and waking up something primal.

God, it was nice.

I found myself wondering if there were any rentals nearby. Wouldn’t hurt to check. A place like this could get into your blood.

A gust of wind hit hard, sending me back on my heels. The breeze stole my laugh, and I scurried back to the car, hair whipping around, jacket flapping. The silver chariot, my rental, sat waiting like a loyal beast.

Inside, the phone buzzed. A text.

Jenny.

“Hey, I’m glad the little dot is moving. Let me know when you get there! 😊”

I smiled. She tracked me on the map, worried probably. Sweet.

I thumbed back a reply.

“Thanks for checking in! So far, so good. The trip is good for me.”

In a world full of ghosts, Jenny was solid.

I didn’t have a family anymore. Not the kind that filled a house. My family was Alan. The Ledger. The work.

But that’s the thing about people. Not every story is dark. Not every ending is sad.

A little heart popped up beneath my message. 

❤️
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_____

The Ring and the Hook

Once I crested the peak of the climb, the landscape cracked wide open in front of me. There it was—Greyfare. A sleepy little harbor town tucked against the coastline, its modest boats bobbing lazily like they hadn’t a care in the world. One of them, small and alone, was headed back in from the open water. It was just past noon—fishermen start early.

I remembered an old rule from somewhere, maybe from one of the men I tried to forget, that it was perfectly acceptable to start drinking around 11 a.m. That’s when the sun warmed the water and the fish started biting. Maybe that’s where it started for me, too. That easy excuse. The comfort of it.

My upbringing was the kind you survived. My only goal was to be better than them. College wasn’t handed to me.  I clawed my way through it. And it was there that I met him. The man I thought would save me, who maybe I thought I could save. For all the work I put into being different, I carried the worst of them inside me. Like a ghost that never stopped haunting.

The alcohol helped. It dulled everything sharp. Let me function. I balanced a rising career and a growing addiction like a high-wire act. For a while, I pulled it off. I got good at it. Too good. I became a closet alcoholic by my early thirties. And then he asked me to get help. Because he loved me. And I loved him.

The meetings. The pills. The emotional saw blade of withdrawal. I had never known pain like that—raw, inside-out pain that made you want to crawl out of your skin. But I did it. I got clean. And I promised myself that if I ever went back... I wouldn’t crawl out again.

It would be the end of me.

I realized I was out of Coke. Half a tank of gas and no mixer? Time for a pit stop. I coasted down the hill and pulled into a slabby old parking lot that sagged next to a weather-beaten gas station. I eased into a spot near the pump and got out, stretching with a groan that came from somewhere deep in my spine.

God, I couldn’t wait to lie down. Hopefully, the bed at the end was halfway decent.

“Hi, need some gas?”

I jumped out of my skin, twisting around.

He laughed, hands up in surrender. “Sorry... didn’t mean to scare you.”

He was smiling, but not just politely. No, it was the kind of smile that lingered a second longer than it needed to. And he wore it well. Tan skin, sun-aged and wind-cut like a man who lived outdoors. Dark stubble framed a strong jaw, and his brown eyes held something unreadable. Calm, but sharp. Alert.

I stared. Stupidly.

Hooked.

I straightened my back and lifted my chest slightly, like some idiot reflex from my younger self. I laughed it off and looked away.

“Oh, no, it’s fine. I was just... stretching. After the drive.”

He didn’t look away. I felt his eyes trailing me like a hand.

“Need a top off?” he asked, then paused, realizing the double meaning. “For the tank, I mean. That came out wrong.”

I raised an eyebrow. Smooth, Romeo. But his face turned just pink enough that I let him off the hook. Flirting didn’t feel like a threat—just a little awkward, like me.

“Here, let me,” he said, grabbing the nozzle. Confident. Casual. Commanding.

I watched him for a second too long, then turned and ran my fingers through my hair, brushing it back. Get it together, Kat.

“Do you have a restroom I can use? Somewhere I can freshen up?”

He nodded, still smiling. “Sure. Go straight through. I’ll finish up and meet you at the counter.”

“Thanks,” I said with a smile that felt crooked on my face. I gave an awkward thumbs-up—God help me—and headed for the building.

Inside the bathroom, I locked the door and dug through my purse. My fingers closed around the little bottle. The pill always helped smooth things out, calmed the nerves. I swallowed it dry. Then I leaned over the sink and reapplied some lip color in the spotted mirror.

That’s when I noticed the ring.

Still on my finger. A simple band that had once meant everything and now felt like dead weight. I stared at it.

It had been... what? Ten years? Maybe a little less. I didn’t feel like remembering. Dates weren’t my strong suit.  Pain rarely asked for them.

But this? This was the moment.

Not in some dramatic final goodbye. Just a gas station bathroom in a town no one cared about. Bum-fuck Egypt, as he used to say.  How fitting.  

I slipped the ring off. My finger felt bare, almost exposed. Like I was standing naked under a spotlight. But I tucked it into a small pocket in my purse. Quietly. Like burying a relic.

It was time for me now.

I stepped out and wandered toward the drink cooler. Coca-Cola. Still more popular than God. I grabbed a couple of bottles and headed to the counter.

He was waiting for me behind it. That smile again. Easy. Open. But watching.

He reached out his hand.

“Dean,” he said.

“Kat.” I took his hand. His grip was warm, steady. We weren’t strangers anymore.

“Well, Kat, will that be all?”

I glanced at the items, let my eyes dance a little longer on his face before I answered.

“Actually... I’d like to know more about the town. These old ports fascinate me. I’m a sucker for stories.”

“Oh,” he said, intrigued. “So you’re here for pleasure?”

You got that right.

I nodded.

“I wouldn’t have guessed that. Greyfare’s not exactly on the tourist circuit. But I could help. I grew up here.”

That made me perk up. “Really? That’s perfect. A local guide.” I leaned on the counter, just enough to be noticed. No ring. 

He looked.  He definitely looked. Then he smiled again.

“I’d love that,” I said, a little too warmly. I brought out my phone. “We should probably exchange numbers. If you’re helping me, that is.”

We did. I liked the way his fingers brushed mine when he took my phone. Intentional. A flicker of contact that buzzed right through me.

“Where are you staying?”

I showed him the address. “It’s a little up the coast.”

“Oh yeah,” he nodded. “I know that place. The Moores? They’re good people. Their guests always have a great time.  Since I’m the first stop into town, I get to hear a lot.”

“You run this place?” I asked, gesturing to the store.

He nodded again. “Was my dad’s. Now it’s mine. Open it a few days a week, more out of habit than profit. What really pays is fishing. That’s where my heart is.”

“You have a boat?”

“I do,” he said, voice dipping just slightly. “Maybe I’ll take you out on it... if you’re lucky.”

I smiled slowly. “Oh, I already feel lucky.”

He rang me up. I scanned my card. The town might’ve looked like a relic, but at least the tech wasn’t prehistoric.

“Talk to you later, Dean,” I said as I turned.

“Bye, Kat.”

Outside, I ducked back into the car, pulse still thudding somewhere just behind my collarbone. My face was flushed. My lips were still curved.

I looked back through the gas station window.

Dean was still watching me.

He waved.

And I drove away toward the cottage with heat blooming in my chest and an ache I hadn’t felt in years.
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_____

The Cottage

It was dark brown and weathered, except for the fresh splash of light blue that covered the door. The rear of the property faced the lane I’d followed to find it, hidden, tucked away in a quiet, forgotten corner of the coast. I grabbed my things and walked around the side of the little house.

Then I saw the view.

And stopped.

The front of the house faced the sea. It sat on a modest cliff, where old wooden steps wound their way down the bank like tired bones. Below was a narrow beach, more black rock than sand, its surface coated in a paste of broken shells.

The salt bit into my skin. A cool mist clung to my face. I turned and looked back toward the lane as it climbed further up the hill, maybe a mile. That must be the Moores’ place. A weathered old cape with crowned windows and shutters nailed into place like they were guarding something precious. One of those homes people wrote about: Better Homes and Ghost Stories.

I didn’t see them. They weren’t waiting for me—which was good. 

I wasn’t in the mood for company yet.

I double-checked the code they’d sent and keyed it into the lockpad on the little blue front door.

Click.

Inside, the cottage welcomed me with warmth. Not just from the air, already cozy, but from the space itself: curated, lived-in. On the high table by the door, there were pamphlets and menus. Local spots. I’d probably go to all of them. That’s what you do when you’re trying to feel like you belong somewhere.

A couch—perfectly sized for the room—sat against a wall of knotty wood. Patterned throw pillows added color, some bold, some soft. It reminded me of a den that couldn’t decide whether it was gay or straight. Probably a quiet power struggle between the Moores’ tastes, no doubt. A marriage made of little compromises.

God, that’s all I could see now.

Get over it.

I tossed my bags onto a comfy chair by a glowing lamp. The kind of chair that could cradle you—with a book, or a bottle.

Looked like a good writing space. Right next to the window, too.

The kitchen wasn’t far—just a step past the little sitting area. Small but efficient. And there, in the freezer: an ice cube tray, already filled.

Good.

I still had plenty of rum. Time to settle in.

Outside, the porch gave a perfect view of the horizon, where the sky was shifting through the late afternoon palette: orange to lavender to soft, bleeding blue. I pulled out my phone and snapped a few shots, then found the best one and sent it to Jenny.

“Hey stalker. Check out this view.”

I slipped the phone back into my pocket and grabbed one of the menus. I chose pizza—easy, no-brainer.

Order placed.

Hope it’s greasy.

I checked my email while I waited. A message from the Moores:

––––––––
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To: Katherine Calder

From: The Grey Cottage

Subject: Welcome to Greyfare

Hi Katherine,

We’re so glad you made it! We hope you have a wonderful experience staying at the Grey Cottage.

Remember, we live just up the hill on Fisher’s Path. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to reach out.  

Enjoy your stay!

—Albert & Helen Moore

––––––––
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Three people watching me now. Jenny. The Moores. Maybe Dean would be next.

Dean.

I hadn’t figured out the rules yet. Too much time had passed. Was texting too forward? Not enough? I took a breath.

“Hey, it’s Kat. What are you doing tomorrow?”

He read it almost instantly. The bubbles appeared.

“Funny, I was just about to text you. It’s my day off. Want to go exploring a little?”

I smiled.

“Sure. What time?”

“Pick you up at eight?”

😊

There. Mission complete. That went better than I expected.

I sighed and sank into the broken-in chair by the window. The glass beside me was nearly empty—melting ice clung to the sides, beads of condensation rolling down like sweat. I reached down to itch my calf and realized:

Probably a good idea to shave.

Nothing like catching a glimpse of your own leg in golden hour light, mistaking it for a half-plucked partridge. The things you forget to care about when no one’s watching. But tomorrow... well, there was the chance someone might.

Weary from the journey and with evening pressing in, I let my bones sink into the bed, grateful for the stillness.
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_____

The Mimic

Under a cloak of night and a ceaseless veil of mist, where the sea murmured secrets to an indifferent void, it came.

It slid from the surf, quiet as mold. An obsidian mass, glistening with oil and seawater, crept up the shoreline like a hemorrhage. It was fleeting—only a suggestion of motion, of density, of intent.

The waves avoided it. The stars turned their gaze. It was darker than darkness.

It moved with a wet noise, like lungs filled with fluid. Slick tendrils stretched behind it, twitching in the sand, dragging pieces of something that might once have lived: bone-colored fragments softened by rot.

The air soured as it passed.

It crested the rocky beach with unnatural ease, dragging itself up the bluff toward the cottage. Its form shifted—briefly rising on thin, trembling limbs before merging into the night.

When it reached the cottage wall, it paused.

A ripple passed through its mass. Then another. It listened. A faint murmur inside—breathing. Dreaming.
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