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        SALTHAMTOWN

        Thursday, September 26, 1996

      

      

      6:02 A.M. GLOWED RED on the clock radio’s digital display. A habitual early riser, Garrett Emerson’s internal alarm clock woke him before any mechanical one could. He pushed back the blankets and sat on the edge of the bed. Behind him, his wife, Ember, snored softly.

      She hadn’t been herself for days. Plagued by insomnia, she slept very little, going to bed long after Garrett. The lack of sleep compounded the grief she carried from the unexpected death of her father two weeks earlier, making her an adult orphan. Whenever Garrett asked if she was okay, she’d flash a weak smile and say she was fine, just tired. But a small part of him worried there was something more.

      Careful not to disturb her, he rose and padded across the hardwood floor to the east-facing window. He rubbed his hand across one cheek and over his chin, the two days’ worth of stubble rough against his palm. Usually clean-shaven, he hadn’t bothered with his morning ritual in a few days, but Ember would soon complain. Better take care of this, he thought as he gazed at the few stars pricking the deep blue, cloudless sky. It would be another two hours before the sun peeked above the trees surrounding their home and property.

      

      Deep-set, honey-brown eyes stared back at him from the mirror as he wiped the remaining shaving cream from his face. He ran damp fingers through his brunet hair, noticing several grey strands as they caught the light. He flipped the switch, and as he emerged from the ensuite bathroom, a wet nose nudged his hand.

      “Hey, Sam!” he whispered and patted the head of the six-year-old black Labrador retriever seated on the floor beside him. When he left the master bedroom, Sam followed.

      In the kitchen, Garrett turned on the recessed lighting. The all-white cabinets and countertops gleamed. A year earlier, Ember had him paint out the oak cabinets to follow the latest trends. It had been the only reno she’d wanted, but he soon realized it was just the start of the kitchen update. A thoughtful smile tugged at the corner of his lips as he slid the coffee maker toward him across the solid surface countertop.

      Sam whined. “Sorry, buddy, almost done.” He pressed the brew button on the coffee maker. “Okay, let’s go!” The dog’s tail wagged with enthusiasm as he hurried through the great room to the front door, his nails clicking on the floor.

      Though the sun hadn’t risen, the sky had lightened some. The soft morning light exposed a thin layer of frost covering the lawn. Wearing a green plaid jacket and black rubber boots, Garrett headed down the crushed limestone driveway with Sam leading the way.

      “Stay!” he called when Sam finished peeing against the birch tree at the end of the lane. Garrett caught up and scratched him behind the ear. “Good boy!”

      The Lab tipped his head back, nostrils flared as he sniffed the crisp air.

      When a vehicle approached, crunching the dirt road with its tires, he grabbed the dog’s collar. As his neighbour drove past, Garrett waved, returning the greeting he saw through the driver’s side window. Sam barked his own good morning. “Okay, let’s go!” he said, releasing the collar.

      They crossed the road to the rural mailbox and retrieved the Salthamtown Gazette and yesterday morning’s mail. After pushing the red flag back in place, he shuffled through the envelopes and flyers, then tucked the bundle under his arm. He looked both ways, then at his pooch. “Race you!”

      Sam barked, wagged his tail, and bolted toward the sprawling ranch-style home. Garrett laughed and jogged up the drive as the dog yipped encouragement.

      “Coming in?” he said, reaching for the handle on the front door. The 2,400-square-foot house was too big for Garrett and his wife. But they’d fallen in love with it five years ago after selling his accounting business in Ottawa and moving back to Ember’s hometown. Retired at forty-five, he’d taken up flipping houses.

      Sam turned and sniffed his way toward the backyard in response.

      “Fine, but stay out of trouble.”

      The nutty aroma of freshly brewed coffee welcomed him as he stepped inside. I’ll look at this later. He tossed the bundle of mail onto the desk in his office off the front entrance. For the moment, breakfast was his main concern. He slipped his feet from his rubber boots and carried them through the house. Setting the newspaper on the kitchen island, he walked toward the closet by the garage entrance. The door to the master bedroom at the other end of the short hall was still closed.

      Garrett turned on the kitchen radio. Alanis Morissette’s “You Learn” played as he poured himself a cup of coffee. He sipped the dark brew, deciding on omelettes for breakfast. By the time they were ready, he’d poured himself a second cup.

      “Morning,” Ember said, stepping into the room wearing a plush indigo robe and matching slippers. Her tangled auburn hair stuck out at strange angles.

      Garrett smiled to himself and poured another cup with a splash of cream and handed it to her. After twenty-nine years together, he knew her better than himself. “Did you have a good sleep?”

      She took a sip and set the cup on the maple table in the breakfast nook, the last of the kitchen upgrades. “Good enough. Where’s Sam?” she said, staring out the window and detangling her hair with her fingers. As though the Lab heard her through the walls, he appeared and lay on the back deck. His long pink tongue lolled from his mouth. “Oh, never mind, I see him. Breakfast smells good.”

      Garrett dished up the omelettes and set them on the table. “I’m so hungry this morning,” he said, sitting across from where his wife stood.

      She joined him, but her gaze fell on the yard outside the window. Her hand dipped inside the neck of her robe. “Is it cold out?”

      The action alerted Garrett to her mood, as she always played with her grandmother’s wedding band hanging from a chain around her slender neck whenever she was sad. Two small rubies and three pearls adorned the gold band; engraved on the inside was the word aeternum, Latin for forever. She and the heirloom were one, and it never left her body.

      He washed down a bite of egg with a sip of coffee. “A light frost on the ground when I got the paper and mail. Supposed to warm up, though.”

      She pulled her hand from beneath her robe. “Once the sun’s a little higher, I imagine it will really highlight the leaves this morning.” Ember cut her omelette with her fork.

      He chose his words carefully. “Should make for an enjoyable walk, and an opportunity for some fantastic pictures, too.” He hoped a pleasant walk and the potential of spectacular photography would jar her from her funk. Though she had studied office administration, Ember was renowned for her landscape photography.

      She smiled, the hint of a sparkle in her azure eyes. It was the first he’d seen in weeks, and he held his breath.

      “Guess we should get out there, then. Don’t want to miss the opportunity for some amazing shots. And like I say, things happen for a reason. You rarely suggest a photo op.”

      A half hour later, Garrett and Ember stepped outside. She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Sam, come on boy, come!”

      The dog trotted from the front of the house. When he saw Ember, his gait quickened. He came to a full stop and sat in front of her, tail wagging, brushing the grass beneath him. She bent forward and kissed his head. The sunlight caught her hair. Copper and gold streaks shimmered.

      “Ew! Sam, what did you roll in?” She pulled away.

      The Lab’s brown eyes gazed back with adoration, oblivious to the unpleasant stink wafting about him.

      Garrett leaned in for a whiff. “Yuck! Something dead, that’s for sure. Sam, I said not to get into trouble.”

      The dog licked his lips and barked.

      Garrett reached for Ember’s hand. “Let’s go. I’ll clean him up later.” He started toward the usual east section of the trail on their 250-acre property.

      “Why don’t we take the westward path for a change?” She held up her old 35mm Pentax K1000 hanging around her neck. Purchased in the ’80s, it was one of her first cameras. And while she used a more updated digital camera for her professional work, she sometimes reverted to using her older manual models. “I’d rather have the sunlight behind us.”

      As they walked, the faint earthy scent of wet leaves and dirt crinkled their noses as they kicked through the multicoloured foliage on the forest trail. Sunbeams ignited the crimson, orange, and gold leaves clinging to oaks, maples, and birches. Chickadees called their names as they swooped from tree to tree, following the couple who so often brought them treats. Sam trotted ahead and back to them again.

      Ember stopped, reached into the pocket of her hooded royal blue fleece, and pulled out a handful of sunflower seeds. Raising her arm, she held out her palm. After a moment, a chickadee landed on her fingertips, plucked a seed, and flew to a nearby branch. Seconds later, another chickadee swooped in. This time it rested in her hand. The chubby bird cocked its head before choosing a seed and flying off to another perch.

      Garrett chuckled. “Okay, Snow White, let’s get moving.”

      Ember dashed the birdseed from her hand and the rest from her pocket to the ground. “Sorry, birdies, that’s it for today.” As the little birds descended on the feed, she snapped a picture. “Lead the way,” she said when she finished.

      Minutes passed, and the couple arrived at Ember’s favourite spot. It was where she came to sit, think, and dream. They’d discovered it four years ago on one of their walks as they carved out hiking trails. The gradual climb along the trail led to a clearing overlooking a gully. The landform cut through the forest below the hillock and wound around the trees like a river. Tree roots and rock formations added to the incredible landscape. She loved it there. For that reason, Garrett had made her a bench and surprised her with it for her forty-fifth birthday. The following day, they attached a small wagon to their 4-wheeler and hauled the bench to its new home beside a gigantic oak.

      Ember sighed as she sat. Sam lay at her feet and soaked up the morning sunshine. She reached for Garrett’s hand and when their hands clasped, she rubbed her thumb over the faint scar on his index finger. The white mark was a reminder of the cut he’d suffered while building her bench.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Garrett thought he heard a touch of sadness in her voice. He narrowed his eyes. “For what? The bench?”

      “Mm-hmm.” She let go of his hand, raised the camera around her neck, rotated the aperture ring, and adjusted the f-stop. Then, turning the focus ring, she pressed the shutter button.

      Click!
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        * * *

      

      “SO, DO YOU THINK you got some nice shots?” Garrett said as he stepped into the bedroom. He’d just given stinky Sam a bath, and the pup now lay on a towel in the garage. As for Garrett, he needed to get out of his wet clothes. His gaze swept over their bedroom. Ember’s jeans and the sweater she’d worn earlier lay across the end of their bed. The Pentax K1000 sat on the nightstand. He picked up the camera. Ember had taken only two shots. His brow furrowed. It was unlike her not to use an entire roll of film on a walk. He set the camera back on the table. The toilet flushed, and a few seconds later she came out from the master ensuite wearing a pair of sweats and a t-shirt.

      “Did you say something?” she said.

      “Honey, are you okay?”

      “That’s not what you said, Garrett.”

      “No, it’s not. I just wondered if you thought you got some nice pictures.” Garrett didn’t mention he knew she’d only taken two.

      Ember shrugged. “Think I’ll lie down for a bit. The fresh air and walk … Maybe it’ll help me sleep.”

      “Don’t you have a hair appointment later?”

      She nodded. “But I’m going to cancel and rebook for another day.”

      He gathered her five-foot-six body into his arms. A full eight inches taller, he bent his head to kiss her forehead. “Tell me you’re okay,” he said as he felt her relax into him.

      She pulled away from the hug. “I’m fine, really. Just tired.”

      “Okay.” Garrett knew not to push any further. Instead, he cocked his head, giving her one of his you-can’t-refuse-me looks. “I’m going to town today to work on the house on Graham Terrace. Which should be ready for your finishing touches in another couple of weeks.” While he was handy with the renovations, Ember helped pick out paint colours, tile, and flooring as she had a flair for interior decorating. “Anyway, why don’t we meet for lunch at Beringer’s?” he said, changing into his painting clothes.

      Ember climbed into bed. “Sure. One o’clock, okay?”

      Garrett nodded. “Perfect. I’ll see you then, and don’t forget, Sam’s in the garage.”
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        * * *

      

      IT WAS UNLIKE EMBER to be late, and when 1:15 came and went, Garrett called the house, but she didn’t answer. She’s probably on her way, he thought. He asked the server for a refill on his coffee. At 1:30, he paid his tab and headed home.

      When he arrived, Ember’s car was no longer in the driveway, and Sam was barking in the garage. Did she go somewhere? “Hang on, buddy. Did Mommy forget about you in there?” He used the garage door opener, and Sam bolted out from under the door when it was high enough. Nose to the ground, the dog ran around the front yard, then disappeared behind the house. Guess you’re not happy to see me. Garrett shook his head and closed the garage door, entering the house from inside the garage.

      She must have kept her hair appointment. He stepped into their bedroom and noticed that Ember had left the bed unmade, and her jeans and sweater were lying on the floor. Huh! That’s weird.

      In the kitchen, he checked the magnetic notepad stuck to the fridge for a message but there was nothing there. Only one other place to check. He headed to his office and opened the doors. A pink piece of paper drew his attention.

      Garrett plucked the note from on top of the mail. He picked up his reading glasses from the desk, sat in his black leather chair, and read.

      

      Garrett,

      I’m sorry; I never meant to hurt you.

      You’ve been a wonderful husband, but I’m not happy; I want more.

      Please, don’t try to find me. I hope you can forgive me someday.

      I will always love you,

      Ember

      

      He let the note fall from his trembling hands and watched it drift to the floor. After a moment, he returned to the bedroom and searched her closet. Her suitcase was gone, and so were some of her clothes. His gaze drifted to the night table. The Pentax was where she’d left it, and beside it, her engagement and wedding rings.

      “No!” he cried and dropped to his knees. “Oh God, no.” Tears of anguish and sorrow tracked down his cheeks.

      

      “Salthamtown Police Department.”

      Garrett’s heart raced. “Yes, I’d… like to report a, a missing person.”

      “One moment, please.” There was a click as the attendant placed him on hold.

      The clock in his office ticked louder than usual. An hour had passed since he’d found the note. After calling family and friends, the police were next. Garrett crumpled the pink note in his fingers. Then, realizing what he’d done, he pressed the receiver to his ear with his shoulder and smoothed out the wrinkles.

      “Detective Van Buuren, can I help you?”

      Garrett fumbled the receiver as Van Buuren’s voice boomed in his ear. “Yes, please. I want to report a missing person.”

      “Your name?”

      “Ah, Garrett, Garrett Emerson.”

      “Name of the missing person?” Van Buuren said in a monotone voice.

      “Ember … September Emerson. She’s my wife.”

      “Oh!” Van Buuren’s voice came alive. “And when did she go missing?”

      Garrett heard scribbling over the phone. “Today. We were meeting for lunch, but she never showed up. Her car is gone and⁠—”

      The constable interrupted. “Did you check the hospital, call her family—friends?”

      “No. I mean, yes, I called some friends. She packed a suitcase. She left a note.” His hand balled into a fist.

      Van Buuren sighed. “Was your wife going somewhere else, then?”

      Garrett pounded his fist on his desk. “NO!”

      “Mr. Emerson, please calm down. Now, was your wife expected elsewhere? Perhaps she made another stop, which delayed her arrival.”

      “Look, I’m sorry, you don’t understand. No one was expecting my wife, Ember, anywhere. I’ve called her friends. She isn’t going on a trip to stay with family, she doesn’t have anyone. Just me. She was supposed to meet me in town for lunch but didn’t show up. When I got home, she was gone. She packed a bag, scrawled me a note, and just left. This is not like her. She wouldn’t do something like this.”

      There was a brief pause, and the phone crackled. Did he hang up on me?

      “Mr. Emerson,” Detective Van Buuren finally said. “Did you notice any signs of foul play, like broken windows, missing valuables? Anything that would suggest someone broke into your home?”

      “No. There’s nothing like that. The doors were locked when I returned home. In fact, she’d left our dog in the garage, and that was how I entered the house.”

      “Do you normally put your dog in the garage?”

      Garrett furrowed his brow. “What? No! I mean, he was in there drying off. My wife was going to take a nap and meet me later. I reminded her about Sam before I left.”

      “Have you had any recent issues, disagreements, fights?”

      “Of course, we’ve had disagreements, but nothing serious. She’s been … she hasn’t been herself lately.”

      “Can anyone corroborate your whereabouts between the time you left your home and returned?”

      “Yes. I’m flipping a house. I work with another guy, Cliff Rowski, and there was the server at Beringer’s.”

      “And did anyone see you this morning before you went out?”

      Garrett gritted his teeth. “A neighbour drove past me while I got my newspaper. And before I left the house, my wife told me she was going to cancel her hair appointment after her nap. I thought maybe she’d changed her mind, but I called the salon. She’d cancelled her appointment.”

      “You mentioned a note. Could you tell me what it says, please?”

      He took a deep breath, his hands trembling and voice breaking as he read the note.

      A few seconds of silence passed before the constable spoke again. “Mr. Emerson, from what you’ve told me, it sounds like your wife left of her own volition. You said she hasn’t been herself.”

      “No, she hasn’t. But this … She wouldn’t do this.”

      “Mr. Emerson, if you can give me the make and model of her car and plate number, we can run a check, see if she’s received any recent citations.”

      “Ah, sure, it’s a blue 1992 Mazda MX-3. I can’t remember the plate number right now.” Garrett pulled open a desk drawer and rifled through the contents. “I … I have it here somewhere.”

      “That’s okay. You can give it to me when you remember. Do you have a joint bank account?”

      Garrett sniffed and wiped his running nose with a tissue he’d pulled from his pocket. “Yes.”

      “Call your bank and see if your wife has made any substantial withdrawals. If she’s cleaned you out and you press charges, we can help.”

      Heat rose up his neck. “How dare you suggest my wife would⁠—”

      “Calm down, Mr. Emerson. I’m merely suggesting that you check your account for transactions that may lead to more clues regarding her whereabouts. Unless you can prove she met with any physical harm, it sounds like this was her choice. I’ll dispatch an officer to get the plate information on her vehicle and anything else you might think of. But it doesn’t sound to me like there’s been a crime committed.”

      He sighed. “So, what am I supposed to do now?”

      Van Buuren cleared his throat. “Is there anyone I can call for you? A family member, a friend?”

      He couldn’t speak. Finally, after several seconds, he found his voice. “No. Thank you.” He hung up the phone.

      Ember was everything, and now he had nothing.
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        SALTHAMTOWN —1 YEAR LATER

        Friday, September 26, 1997

      

      

      GARRETT. A whisper.

      Gaaarrretttt! And again.

      GARRETT!!!!

      He bolted upright. Heart racing, temples pounding, he sat on the edge of his bed. As the dream faded, it left a twisted knot in his stomach, a gut feeling that wouldn’t let him be.
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        * * *

      

      “SAM, COME ON, BUDDY. Let’s go!” Garrett called as he stepped out the back door onto his deck for his morning walk. The cloudless sky and bright sunshine deceived him, and he zipped his jacket against the brisk late September weather.

      The Lab sauntered outside and sat beside him. Sam’s once black muzzle now streaked with grey reminded him of his own salt and pepper hair.

      He tilted his head back and closed his eyes. The chill in the air raised goosebumps on the back of his neck, and he shoved his hands into his pockets. As he strolled on the lawn toward the front of the house and the road, he suddenly changed his mind and headed for the hiking trail. It had been a year since he’d travelled in that direction, with Ember by his side.

      He ambled over the uneven terrain of the open field, careful not to aggravate the knee that pained him yesterday. Sam trotted beside him, his nose trained to the ground. When Garrett reached the forest edge, he stopped and inhaled the resinous air. A gentle breeze whispered through the trees. Branches swayed, and the brightly coloured leaves danced like flames. He shivered, unsure if the unexpected gust caused the reaction or the sudden flood of memories. Autumn was Ember’s favourite season. A wistful smile crossed his face. How could it not be? Named after the month she was born in, it seemed inevitable. You should have been here to celebrate your fiftieth.

      Garrett exhaled as Sam pushed something around the ground with his nose. “Leave it, boy. Let’s go!” he said. Then stepped into the forest that threatened to swallow him whole.

      Autumn had arrived early, and plenty of leaves had fallen to the ground. As he stepped further into the woods, twigs snapped beneath his feet. Sam sniffed the air and ran ahead with a burst of energy. Garrett picked his way along, trying to locate what remained of the path he and Ember had carved out during their many hikes together. Once or twice he stumbled over protruding roots, but soon he found the right trail. Though thickets covered the old pathway, he recognized many landmarks along the way.

      “Sam!” he called. A few minutes later, the Lab came crashing through the underbrush, bumping his nose into Garrett’s hand as if to assure him he was nearby. Then he took off again. Garrett laughed at his faithful companion.

      Despite the occasional rustling of leaves, the cawing of a lone crow, or his shuffling along, an eerie quiet surrounded him. And that silence evoked memories he kept in the deepest corners of his mind.

      He mused on their wedding day, their early struggles to pay bills, the business they’d built, their dashed hopes for children. Despite their trials, they’d been happy. Ember’s goodbye note came to mind, and with it, the heartbreak. He’d been happy.

      Sam barked behind him. Garrett’s heart raced, and he stumbled. The sudden awkward movement hurt his knee.

      “Shit! Sam, you scared the crap out of me!” The Lab cocked his head as though to apologize, then raced after a black squirrel bounding through the leaves.

      Garrett limped ahead, and after a few steps, the pain abated. He continued his tangled journey as his body fought through the overgrown trail, and his mind unravelled the threads of his memory.

      He’d buried the memories from the day she’d left and the weeks that followed. Forgot about the note. Stopped insisting the police investigate. Why? Because a month later they’d found Ember’s car at the Ottawa airport. Because she’d closed her savings but left their joint checking account untouched. There was no point in wasting resources. Everything pointed to her leaving on her own. Even Garrett’s admission she hadn’t been herself for weeks factored in as proof. Case closed.

      And yet, there was that little something. That nonsensical, niggling doubt that convinced Garrett there was something more. Even if it didn’t convince anyone else. There was that third picture. He knew she’d only taken two. Remembered seeing them displayed on her Pentax K1000. He’d had the film developed, remembered how his hands shook when he pulled the photos from the envelope. The chickadee, the view from the bench, and the mystery photo. A partial picture of Ember’s face, taken as though she’d knelt in front of the camera sitting on the nightstand and snapped a picture. Her one azure eye, open wide, pupil dilated. It told a story. It said fear. Or had he imagined it? Had he read more than there was? Hoped for more?

      He’d examined that photo daily, studied the fuzzy background behind Ember. The blurred dresser, and then on top of it: something orange. The colour was the only distinguishable attribute. It was a mystery because there had been nothing on the dresser that morning. Not before Ember left, and not after.

      He stopped and rested against a large maple tree, closing his eyes to the memories and the tears that threatened. Ember had been his everything. They’d been a team, and it wasn’t right she wasn’t here to share his life.

      The sound of a branch snapping startled him and he spun around. Two red squirrels chased each other and ran past, oblivious to his presence. Then came Sam. He stopped to greet his master, and off he went. Garrett shook his head. That old pup will be exhausted later, and sore tomorrow. He sighed and followed the overgrown trail.

      It wasn’t long before he stood still again. Wow, I’m here already? It was as though he’d walked in a trance and couldn’t believe how far he’d travelled. He glanced at his surroundings, then spied the bench.

      Brushing off dead leaves and a couple of acorns, he took a seat and inhaled the smell of wet leaves and earth. Before him, the canopy of treetops rose from the gully. Their orange and red leaves were vibrant against the cerulean sky. The large oak beside him creaked in the wind, and the hush of leaves reminded him of Ember’s whispers.

      The tears that had threatened earlier spilled from Garrett’s eyes. He cried for Ember; cried for not trying hard enough to find her, for not trusting his gut and instead believing she’d left on her own. He’d shown the police the third picture, but they thought nothing of it. She’d left her rings beside the camera. Perhaps she’d hit the shutter button by accident, they’d said. He’d believed in the possibility. But then, what if? He admonished himself for thinking that. He had to stop. She’d left.

      “Move on,” he said to himself. But echoes of the past saturated the area. Finally, he allowed the memories to surface.

      

      “Where are you going?”

      Ember had put on a sweater and pulled on her boots. “Out to my bench to take pictures.”

      “Isn’t the plumber coming today to work on the drain system in the darkroom?”

      “Yes, he is. And I’m sure you can handle it.”

      Garrett looked out the window and pointed to the grey clouds. “Looks like it’s going to rain.”

      She held up her camera. “Yup, and I’m going to get some great shots.”

      He handed her a jacket, knowing there was no sense in arguing. “Be careful and, if it storms, head home.”

      She kissed him on the cheek. “Yes, Dad,” she’d teased and took the jacket.

      

      As the memory grew stronger, a smile spread across Garrett’s face when he thought of her return that afternoon.

      

      “Well, aren’t you a sight?”

      She looked like a cat that had fallen into a pool. And when he laughed, she got as angry as one. “Quit laughing. I’m cold, wet, muddy, and I hurt my knee.”

      “Sorry, hon, but you should get a good look at yourself. I’ve never seen you so bedraggled,” he said, plucking a wet leaf from her hair.

      

      A blue jay’s squawk brought him back to the present. He followed its flight, noticing how much bluer it appeared against the autumn backdrop. The jay was the colour of Ember’s eyes, and the coppers and golds reminded him of sunlight touching her hair. “Time to let you go,” he muttered. The words were like a blow to his gut. How could his heart break any more than it had?

      When he checked his watch, it was nine o’clock. Two hours had passed since he’d left home. The lookout marked the halfway point on what was otherwise an hour-long hike from beginning to end, without pit stops. “Sam!” he called. A sharp yip answered. Chocolate-brown eyes gazed up at him between the slats of the seat. The Lab had crawled under the bench and rested there without him knowing.

      Garrett rose to his feet and stretched. “Come on, boy. Let’s get going.” He took one last look out over the gully and drew a deep breath. Should he return home or continue along the overgrown trail? He decided on the latter, and after some minor investigating, he spotted a faded blue ribbon nailed to a tree. They’d marked this less-used part of the trail years ago. He reached out and touched the weathered marker, swallowing hard as his throat tightened. “There’s no turning back now,” he said and followed the faded ribbons.

      A half hour later, his homestead came into view. “We made it, Sam.” The dog nudged his hand, and then the old pup caught a second wind. He ran for home, leaving Garrett to trudge back alone.

      The journey had been physically and mentally tough, but he felt good. Allowing the stifled memories to flow freely released him and helped him to accept Ember wasn’t coming home. It’s time. I have to move on. Stop living in the past. If not, I’ll wake up and wonder where the time has gone.
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        DE DORTRAIL

        Friday, September 26, 1997

      

      

      ELIZABETH PARSONS GLANCED at the watch strapped to her wrist. 11:00 a.m. She let out a breath and wiped her forearm across her forehead. For two hours, a steady stream of boxes and furniture had crossed the threshold, filling every available space on the lower level of the newly renovated Victorian home. While her husband, Josh, directed the movers with the items meant for the second floor, she took care of the main level. Overwhelmed by the hours of work to come, she focused on sorting boxes. A large one marked Dining Room sat on the table, the fifth of its kind, with ten others still to be found.

      She sipped the last of her takeout coffee and opened the carton. Bubble wrap and newspaper cushioned family heirlooms inherited from her maternal grandmother, Olivia. Each one came with a story. Elizabeth smiled and folded the cardboard flaps back into place. She’d find a home for the antiques later. Across the living room, another cardboard container meant for the dining room caught her attention. “Six,” she whispered as she wound her way through the maze of furnishings, piles of boxes, and bins.

      Sliding a thumbnail along the edge of one end, she sliced through the packing tape and opened the box. She peeled away the layers of newspaper, catching her reflection in the uncovered polished silver tray. A lock of dark auburn hair had come loose from her ponytail, and she tucked the strands behind her ear. Unlike her mother’s deep red, Elizabeth’s was more subtle. But when touched by light, especially sunlight, the reds were brilliant. Newspaper ink streaked across the bridge of her nose, joining the few freckles she had like a connect-the-dots puzzle gone wrong. She pulled up the neckline of her blue t-shirt and wiped the smudge on the inside of the fabric. A quick glance at the tray showed the smear, which now spread across her cheek. Elizabeth rolled her brown eyes at her reflection and puckered her heart-shaped lips. For a moment, she saw her mother’s face staring out from the tray.

      “Mrs. Parsons?” the mover with the bald head called as he and his partner entered the house carrying a rolltop desk.

      Elizabeth startled and lowered the tray. “Yes?”

      She didn’t know the bald mover’s name or his partner’s, a much younger guy who’d hardly spoken in the last two hours. But she caught him staring at her from beneath the peak of his red ball cap several times, more than anyone should. He gave Elizabeth the creeps, and the skull tattooed on his forearm didn’t help.

      “Where do you want this?” the bald man said, sweat trickling from his temples.

      Her gaze wandered from his flushed face to the antique piece of furniture.

      “Over here.” She put the tray back in the box and walked past them, directing them to the cozy den. “Place it against this wall; I think it’ll be perfect there, don’t you?” A newer desk purchased to hold her computer would sit at the end of the room facing the fireplace.

      The movers carried the rolltop in and set it between the two windows opposite the entrance. “Whatever you say, Mrs. Parsons, we’re just movers. Interior design isn’t our thing.”

      “Well, it looks good.” She envisioned books filling the built-ins on either side of the gas fireplace at the end of the room. And imagined working out story ideas in her grandmother’s wingback chair, recently reupholstered in a raspberry chenille fabric. The space was perfect for writing.

      Her stomach tensed as she thought of her budding career. After several rejections, an agent and publisher were finally interested, and they expected great things. The thought of their expectations made Elizabeth uneasy. What if she couldn’t deliver? That was one of many worries swarming around her head these days. Though she was living the life she wanted, would it compare to the dream she envisioned? And children? At thirty-one, her biological clock ticked. But balancing writing with raising a family seemed impossible. Would she leave enough of herself for Josh? The idea of children scared her despite wanting them. She’d known nothing of her father and knew far too much about Tricia, the woman who’d given birth to her at eighteen. On her eleventh birthday, her biological mother dumped her at her grandmother’s house in Denbigh, never to return. By that time, the emotional damage was done, and only after years of nurturing and therapy did Elizabeth accept her self-worth. Were her future children destined for the same fate, to feel unworthy, a burden, a disappointment? Wasn’t being a poor parent in her DNA? Surely Tricia hadn’t planned the emotional abuse; it just happened. Elizabeth remembered the stories Tricia told of the abuse she’d suffered at the hands of her mother. But that turned out to be far from the truth. While her grandmother Olivia was strict, she had never been abusive.

      A moment later, Josh’s solid arms were around her, pulling her against him. For a second, she tensed, then relaxed as he kissed the back of her neck, prickling her flesh.

      “What’s on your mind?” Josh whispered in her ear.

      Elizabeth leaned into him and smiled. “Oh, the usual, how I imagine things and stuff like that, and my grandmother.”

      He nuzzled his lightly stubbled cheek against hers. “Uh-huh, is that all?”

      She turned and studied his face. The dirty blond hair at his temples was damp with sweat. She reached up and swept his bangs from his hazel eyes. This was their third move and third house in four years of marriage. But this time it was further away from Josh’s parents and their closest friends. “Josh, I love this place. So glad we moved here, and I’m sorry I was a little hesitant at first.”

      He cocked his head and smiled. “A little hesitant?”

      “Okay, a lot, but decisions aren’t my strong point. That’s why I have you, my anchor; without you, I’d be floating around, lost.”

      “This will be the place to raise a family. Just look at the view out there! Kids will love the yard. Come,” he said, leading her from the den and toward the kitchen. They stopped at the patio doors and glanced out at the backyard.

      Walls of blue spruce followed the property lines down both sides of their half-acre lot and converged with the greenbelt surrounding the neighbourhood. She eyed the trees awash in blazing fall colours. Beyond them, a nearby ski-hill waited for snow to touch its peaks. Her heart skipped. “Really, Josh? Are you ready to start a family?”

      “Yes, honey, I promised when we found the right place, we’d start a family, and this is the place. Look at this house, this city. I have a fantastic new job at Cohen and Lawrence. Who knows, maybe I’ll make partner someday. And you’re going to be a successful author.”

      “Hmm, Cohen, Lawrence, and Parsons, sounds good. But I’m not sure how successful I’ll be, though the den is inspiring.” Elizabeth turned to face him, and he pulled her into a hug.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be an amazing author. And with a couple of kids, a wonderful mother, too. Maybe we could start working on those kids right now.” He bent his head and kissed her fervently.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and returned his enthusiasm. The warmth of his embrace washed over her, making her knees buckle. Josh always had that effect on her. Elizabeth pulled back and studied his smouldering gaze. “As much as I’d like to keep this going …”

      “Hmm?” Ignoring her, he trailed kisses along the length of her neck and ran his hands over her back, pressing her against him.

      “Keep it in your pants, stud,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      Elizabeth nodded at the boxes piled on the kitchen island. “Um, we’re in the middle of moving in—unless you want an audience.”

      He laughed. “Oh, yeah, guess I got a little carried away. Better see if they brought anything else for upstairs, though the truck was near empty the last time I checked.” He turned and left the room.

      She called, “But I’ll take a rain-check!”

      The house was perfect, her husband was perfect. Life was perfect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      DEPLETED, Elizabeth flopped onto the newly made bed and scanned the master bedroom. While she’d unpacked several boxes, there was still much to do. “My God, did these things multiply in the truck?” The enormity of the job ahead overwhelmed her.

      “There you are!” Josh said as he stepped into the room. He ran his hand through his hair, sweeping back the wavy pieces. The longer style made him look like Matthew McConaughey from the movie Contact.

      “Everyone gone now?”

      “Yup, it’s just the two of us.” He sat beside her. “Somehow, though, we collected someone else’s things ’cause I don’t remember packing up so much stuff.”

      Elizabeth nudged his arm. “That’s because I was the one who packed, remember?”

      “True, but still …”

      She rested against his shoulder, detecting the faint smell of sweat mixed with cloves and a hint of citrus from his deodorant. “This has been a long day.”

      Josh wrapped an arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “Yes, it has. Now, why don’t we clean up and go out for dinner? I’m starved!”

      She gave him a squeeze. “Sounds like a plan. But first a shower.” She rose from the bed and pulled the lid from a bin marked Towels and then another smaller one, named Toiletries. “Promise I’ll be quick, and if I’m not, come get me ’cause I may have fallen asleep in there.” She smiled and closed the bathroom door.

      Forty-five minutes later, they emerged from the bedroom, clean, happy, and exhausted. As they headed down the stairs, Elizabeth trailed her hand along the dark oak banister. The smooth wood beneath her fingertips evoked memories of sliding down the railing at her grandmother’s house. A smile crossed her lips as she envisioned her future children doing the same thing.

      “Hang on, I left my purse in the den,” she said at the bottom. A minute later, she returned to her husband, who was waiting at the front door. “Let’s go!”

      They climbed into their white ’94 Chevy Cavalier and backed out of their driveway. Elizabeth sifted through her purse as they drove away. Her stomach sank. “Honey, can you go back? My wallet is missing. It must have fallen out on the floor.” Josh shot her a sideways glance, then pulled into the next driveway they came to on their street and headed home.

      Back inside the house, Elizabeth returned to the den. She searched the floor beneath both the rolltop and computer desk but saw nothing. Jumbled thoughts bounced around in her head as she tried to recreate the hectic day. Suddenly, she remembered giving money to the younger mover. One of the few times he’d spoken was to mention a local coffee shop, and she’d asked him if he wouldn’t mind picking up coffee for her and Josh. She marched to the kitchen, the last place she remembered seeing her wallet, and searched the countertops. Where is it? “Aha!” she muttered, spying the burgundy polyester wallet peeking out from underneath a crumpled mound of packing paper. With her wallet in hand, she rushed back out to the car.

      “Got it!”

      “Good! And while you were in the house, the neighbour, Steve something-or-other, came over and introduced himself. I asked him about local restaurants, and he told me about a place called Jacob’s Grill,” Josh said.

      Elizabeth yawned and stretched. “Hope it’s not fast food. I’m in the mood for something with a home-cooked touch.” Her stomach rumbled.

      “No, it’s not.”

      She smiled. “Good! Sounds perfect.” She turned away and gazed out the car window, concentrating on street names, committing them to memory.
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        * * *

      

      AFTER DINNER, Elizabeth sat in the car and stared at the gold bracelet on her wrist. She nudged the diamond wedding ring charm and then the tiny house charm. Josh had surprised her with the jewellery over dinner, said it was a housewarming gift for her, though he’d never given her one for any of the other houses. At that moment, she knew they were home. For four years they’d played house, never settling into their homes, into married life. But now it was real, and they were going to start a family. Her heart skipped as she leaned her head against the car’s headrest and closed her eyes.

      The door opened, and Josh climbed into the car. “Tired?”

      She turned and gazed at her husband. “Tired, exhilarated … scared. A bunch of things. You?”

      He nodded. “Same. But it’s going to be great, you’ll see.” He turned the key and fifteen minutes later, they pulled into their driveway. “So, about that rain-check,” he said, shutting off the car.

      Elizabeth reached over and rested her hand on her husband’s leg. “You mind cashing that in tomorrow? It took everything I had not to fall asleep on the way home.”

      He raised her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. “Tomorrow sounds like a much better idea.”
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        * * *

      

      ELIZABETH ROLLED ONTO HER SIDE and moved closer to her sleeping husband. She barely remembered climbing into bed the night before, let alone falling asleep. She rested her cheek against his arm and watched the rise and fall of his chest. With a delicate touch, she traced her fingers down the middle of his chest to his belly button, and back again. Goosebumps rose on his warm flesh. He stirred and slipped his arm around her, pulling her closer. She closed her eyes, listening to Josh’s heartbeat.

      Continuing her explorations, she dipped her hand below the sheets and discovered he was naked. A quick peek under the covers showed she was, too. A flash of memory reminded her she’d stripped and climbed into bed the night before. Her body stirred. Hmm, she thought, and let her fingers continue to roam, teasing her husband’s body with her soft touch. His abs twitched and skin prickled in response as her hand ran along his upper thigh.

      He rolled toward her, and they gazed into each other’s eyes as his fingertips brushed down her cheek, along her jawline, and gently raised her chin. His mouth covered hers in a long, tender kiss. Her body melted into his as they luxuriated in each other’s touch, and finally, gave themselves to each other.

      Afterward, Elizabeth curled up under his arm and lay her head on his chest.

      Josh kissed the top of her head. “That was some rain-check.”

      She giggled. “Yes, it was. A nice way to christen the new house, I think.”

      “Home.”

      She snuggled closer. “Yes, home.” She closed her eyes and smiled. Whatever reservations she’d had about moving melted away. They were home.
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        SALTHAMTOWN

        Friday, October 10, 1997

      

      

      SWEAT COVERED GARRETT’S BROW as his heart hammered in his ears. The fading image of one half of Ember’s face staring out at him from a photograph was all that remained of his dream. It had been months since that nightmare haunted his sleep, and he wondered if the memories he’d allowed to surface two weeks ago were the cause.

      3:32, ugh! He flung back the blankets and swung his bare legs over the edge of the double bed. The air touched his damp skin and goosebumps rose. He reached over and grabbed the t-shirt he kept next to the radio and pulled it over his head.

      Sam’s collar jingled as he stirred in his bed in the corner of the room, and he whined.

      “Sorry, boy, didn’t mean to wake you. Go lie down, I’ll only be a minute,” he said as he left the guest bedroom, but Sam followed at his heels.

      Garrett plodded across the great room and through the kitchen to the small corridor on the other side of the house. Sam lay on the floor as he stood outside the master bedroom and rested his hand on the doorknob. What am I doing? He opened the door, and cooler air rushed past him as he stepped inside and flipped the light switch. For a moment, the bright light blinded him, and when his eyes adjusted, he studied the room he and Ember once shared.

      Apart from dusting once in a while or retrieving a piece of clothing, he’d avoided the suite, preferring to sleep in one of the two guest bedrooms. He’d left everything in the master the same as the day his wife left. Her engagement and wedding rings still sat on the end table, as did the Pentax camera. Clothing hung in the closet and filled the dresser, waiting for her return, which he now knew would never happen. But then, he’d always known; a gnawing in his gut had told him so. He’d just refused to believe it.

      He swept his gaze over the dresser across from the end of the bed. No matter how many times he studied that piece of furniture, he couldn’t figure out what orange item would’ve sat on it the day Ember left. He’d rifled through the drawers several times, searching for a clue. Perhaps she’d placed something there before packing it in her small suitcase. But he couldn’t imagine what it could’ve been. She didn’t own any orange clothing, preferring blues, violets, and shades of green. Not even an orange accessory. Nothing.

      Sam yipped, drawing Garrett away from his ruminations. “Okay, buddy, back to bed.” He turned off the light and shut the door behind him. In the morning he’d move on, and it would start with clearing out Ember’s things and erasing her from the home they’d once shared.
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        * * *

      

      GARRETT PEEKED AT SAM through half-open lids as he jumped on the bed, licked his master’s face, then turned in a circle and lay down. His chin rested on Garrett’s abdomen, and he stared at him with soulful brown eyes, as though willing him to wake.

      He opened an eye, then closed it again, beginning the game he and his dog played every morning. The Lab grunted and slapped a paw on his arm. He opened and closed his eyelids again, and Sam responded with a high-pitched bark and inched closer. They continued in this manner until the pooch was close enough to cover him in dog kisses.

      Garrett shielded his face with his arm. “Okay, okay, you win.”

      Sam leapt from the bed and sat in the doorway. His tail swept across the hardwood floor in anticipation, then he let out a sharp yip.

      “Hang on, buddy, I’m coming. Ooh!” The sudden pinch in his knee caught him by surprise. The pain waned, and he followed his eager pup toward the kitchen, where he let him out the back door.

      Fresh brewed coffee trickled into the carafe as the programmable coffee maker came to life, wafting the nutty aroma around the room. Garrett tossed a piece of bread in the toaster and turned on the kitchen radio. The tail end of an unfamiliar song faded, and the radio broadcaster announced the national news would follow the short commercial break.

      Reaching for his usual mug, he glanced at his wife’s navy one sitting on the counter. He wondered if the ceramic cup missed her lips as much as he had. Still do. The toaster popped, startling him from his strange thought, and he spread a thin layer of peanut butter on his toast. He brought the small meal over to the kitchen window and watched Sam chase a bird off the lawn. A minute later, the broadcaster returned with the national news. But Garrett tuned out the man’s voice and watched his dog gnaw on a stick.

      

      “… a body hidden in the remote area.”

      

      The words caught Garrett’s attention, and he listened intently to the rest of the details.

      

      “Harold Ferguson discovered the gruesome remains some five kilometres from his hunting camp. Police report the body had been there for a while, but no further details were available. In other news…”

      

      Garrett turned the dial, hoping to catch the news bulletin in its entirety on another station. But each time he found the announcement, he was too late and never caught the whereabouts of Mr. Ferguson’s hunting camp. He made a mental note to watch the six o’clock news for more specifics. With no contact from Ember since she’d left (it seemed she’d not only departed home but the planet as well), he worried someday a body would turn up to be his wife’s.

      He stuck his head out the back door. “Come on, boy,” he called just as a sharp gust of wind carried his voice away. Dark clouds roiled overhead. Cupping his hands around his mouth, he called again, “Sam, come on!” A moment later, the Lab came running from around the side of the house. Garrett jumped back as the dog trotted through the door and headed to his dish. He gobbled his kibble as though he hadn’t eaten in days.

      Garrett chuckled. “Okay, glutton, I’ve got some packing to do.”

      The dog stared at him, cocked his head, and whined.

      “Yeah, I know, buddy, but it’s time,” Garrett said as he walked past and headed for the garage for some empty boxes.

      By mid-morning, he’d gathered an assortment of Ember’s things: everything that wasn’t in their bedroom or in her darkroom in the basement. Those places he’d leave for last. Back in the kitchen, he placed the navy mug inside a full cardboard box and closed the flaps. With a permanent marker, he scribbled Donate on the top.

      He took a deep breath and entered the master bedroom, making the conscious decision not to reminisce. After several minutes, he fell into a rhythm: fill, seal, label, store—the mantra ran through his head as he wrote Donate once again, then carried the box to the garage. Two and a half hours later, the only remaining items of Ember’s in the bedroom were her small wooden jewellery box and the rings on the nightstand. She owned very little jewellery and what she had was too valuable to drop off at Goodwill. Garrett swept the rings from the nightstand into his hand. He stared at them sitting in his palm. The solitaire diamond caught the light and sparkled. Her face flashed before him and the vows they spoke on their wedding day echoed in his head. He dropped the rings inside the jewellery box and shoved it in the empty nightstand drawer to stop the emotion building inside him. But it was too late. The tears fell from his eyes as he sat on the end of the bed. Sobs racked his body, and while he’d shed tears before, he hadn’t allowed the sorrow to take control.

      Sam whimpered and jumped on the bed beside him. He wedged himself under Garrett’s arm and nudged at his hands as he covered his face. The dog’s tongue poked between his fingers.

      He shuddered as his sobs eased. “It’s okay, Sam,” he said, drawing the back of his hand over his face and wiping his runny nose and remaining tears. He blew out a long breath as his body relaxed further, and a sense of calm washed over him.

      Determined to finish purging Ember’s things from their home, he rose from the bed and moved on to the darkroom, a place he didn’t frequent even when Ember was around. It glowed an eerie red inside when he opened the door.

      “Shit,” Garrett muttered, flipping another switch before managing to shut off the red bulb. Despite the passage of a year, a faint vinegar smell still hung in the air, reminding him once again of his wife. He couldn’t stand the odour of the chemicals, and she’d had to shower after spending time in the room as the scent lingered in her hair and permeated her clothing. Since she’d left, he’d entered the room exactly once, and that was to check if she’d taken her favourite camera with her. The closet inside the darkroom housed an assortment of cameras, lenses, flashes, tripods, cases, and other photography paraphernalia. A place for everything and everything in its place, she’d liked to say. Labels naming the equipment marked the shelves, and it was easy to spot she’d taken the Nikon. The label on the shelf where it once sat looked lonely without it. And upon seeing the space, his heart broke further than he thought possible.

      “What the heck am I going to do with all this stuff?” he muttered, looking around the room. Dust-covered jugs of chemicals sat on shelves, developed negatives and photographs hung on a line strung across one end of the room. A small step stool rested against the wall. He tipped his head back and stared at the dimmed red bulb. “Guess I’ll start with you first.” He got the step stool, and a moment later, the bulb squeaked in complaint as he untwisted it from its mount.

      An hour later, he’d gathered the negatives and photographs and thrown them in the garbage. A large box sat on the counter filled with bottles of developer and fixer. Tomorrow he’d call the local film-processing store and ask where to take the chemicals for disposal, or maybe they could even use them. He’d leave the cameras and equipment in the closet for now. Perhaps Ember’s photography buddies would be interested in purchasing them. If not, he’d take them to a pawn shop.

      Garrett blew out a long breath and switched off the light. Just then, Sam barked. “Coming, boy,” he called as he headed up the stairs. When he reached the top, the doorbell rang. He glanced at his watch. It was almost twenty to three. The doorbell sounded again as he approached the front door.

      “Detective Van Buuren,” he said, looking down at the pudgy officer standing on the step. “What brings you out this way?”

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Emerson. Did I catch you at a bad time?” His gaze averted for a moment.

      Garrett glanced at his dust-covered sweatpants and brushed them off, then combed his fingers through his hair. “No, not at all, just doing some necessary purging.”

      Van Buuren slid the bridge of his wire-framed glasses back up his long nose. Raindrops trickled down the lenses. “Ah!”

      Garrett narrowed his eyes. “So, what brings you here?”

      “Mind if I step inside?”

      “No, not at all. Come in.” He stepped out of the way, letting the detective into his home.

      He nodded toward his office. “We can go in here.” He led Van Buuren through the opened French doors. The men each took a seat on either side of the desk. “So, what brings you out here?”

      The detective cleared his throat. “Well, a couple of things. I haven’t seen or heard from you in some time, so I came to see how you were doing.”

      “Fine. Moving on like you suggested.”

      Van Buuren nodded, then smoothed his bushy moustache by running his thumb and index finger along each side.

      “And the other thing?”

      “Pardon? Oh yes.” Van Buuren unzipped his wet jacket and pulled out a small manilla envelope from the inside pocket. He removed a photograph and placed it on the desk in front of Garrett. “I was wondering if you could identify the camera in this picture for me. It’s in rough shape, but do you recognize it? You mentioned one last year, so I thought I’d give it a shot and see if it’s the same one.”

      Garrett picked the photo up and examined it.

      “Do you recognize the camera in the photograph?”

      Garrett swallowed. “It’s pretty banged up. Dirty. Scratched.”

      “Yes. But it’s a Nikon, and I believe …” Van Buuren reached into the envelope again and pulled out a piece of paper. “Here it is. It’s a Nikon F5. That’s what your wife took with her when she left, is it not?”

      In his mind’s eye, Garrett saw the space on the labelled shelf in the darkroom. “It is. Do you think this is hers?”

      Van Buuren sat back and straightened. “Mr. Emerson, we don’t know for certain until forensics⁠—”

      “Forensics? What do you mean?”

      The detective adjusted his glasses again. “Mr. Emerson, did you hear the news about a body that was found in⁠—”

      “Yeah, some guy named Harold Ferguson found a body somewhere near his hunting camp, but I didn’t catch where that was. My God, was it Ember?” His heart raced at the thought.

      “The location is several hours northeast, near Mattawa and the Ontario–Quebec border. The body had been there for a while, and forensics will need time to identify the remains. Until the tests are complete, we won’t know anything.”

      “Then why did you bring me this picture of a camera that may or may not be hers if you know nothing for sure?”

      “Because, Mr. Emerson, when police arrived to exhume the partially buried remains, they discovered that camera underneath it.”
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        DE DORTRAIL

        Friday, October 10, 1997

      

      

      NOTHING IS MORE DAUNTING than a blank page. Elizabeth stared at the open notebook on her lap. She popped a salt-and-vinegar chip into her mouth, savouring the biting tang as she held it against her palate with her tongue.

      Her gaze flicked toward the window and back to the empty page. “Come on!” she muttered to the characters she’d conjured in her head, tapping the end of her 10K gold Cross pen engraved with her initials against her chin. The pen was a gift from her grandmother and whenever she used it, she felt her presence. The memory of receiving the narrow box wrapped in rose-printed paper and tied with a pink ribbon made her smile. “Talk to me.”

      A sudden bang and resonating ping of something striking the window distracted her from her work. She exhaled a loud breath and rose from her wingback chair, tossing the notebook onto the seat and setting her pen on the end table as she went to investigate.

      She stared out the window at a fat chickadee sitting on a bed of multicoloured leaves strewn on the driveway. “Oh, no!” Elizabeth cried as she rushed from the cozy den, snatched a sweater from the closet, and headed outside.

      She carefully approached the little bird, surprised it didn’t fly off as she knelt. She reached out and scooped it up in her hand. A chilly breeze ruffled its feathers and made Elizabeth shiver. “Let’s get you sheltered,” she said as she walked over to the covered porch at the front of the house.

      Sitting on the padded porch swing, Elizabeth wrapped the purple blanket she’d left out the night before around her shoulders. The small creature sat in her palm as she brushed a fingertip along its back. A tiny, vacant black-button eye stared up at her.

      “It’s okay,” she crooned in a soothing voice. “Take your time.”

      The chickadee cocked its head and shook out its feathers, then opened its beak and let out a soft peep. As the bird peered at her, its gaze seemed to sharpen from dazed confusion to awareness. A second later, it flew away.

      Okay, back to writing. But when she returned to the den, a different idea came to mind, and she ran up the stairs and stopped in the hallway. Though most objects had found a spot in their new home, some things hadn’t and they’d stored them in the attic. Suddenly, she had a use for two such items.

      After retrieving the pole from a nearby closet, she fit the hook into the latch of the trapdoor, pulled it down, and unfolded the ladder. A rush of stale air brushed her face as she climbed the rungs.

      “Where did Josh put you?” she muttered as she eyed the large attic. One corner of the room they’d dedicated to holiday décor. In another corner were the unused pieces of her grandmother’s furnishings she couldn’t bear to part with. “Aha!” she said as she spied a few boxes marked Odds and Ends. After rifling through a third container, she pulled out a pair of dream catchers, one lilac and the other black. “These will be perfect!” How she’d acquired the items was unclear, but they’d been a part of her life for as long as she could remember.

      She returned to the den and attached the dream catchers to the underside of each window head with pushpins. A length of fishing line allowed them to hang in the centre of the windows. She stepped back and admired her efforts; hopefully, no other bird would fly into the glass panes.

      The piercing ring of the phone on her desk startled her. On the second ring, she picked up.

      “Hey, honey, making progress with your writing?” Josh said.

      She stole a glance at her notebook resting on the wingback chair and sighed. “No. But …” she brightened, “I saved a chickadee a little while ago and, hopefully, other birds as well.”

      “What? How?”

      “I’ll show you when you get home.” There was a long pause. “Hello, Josh?”

      “Yeah, sorry, honey. I’ve got to go; my client just arrived.”

      “Okay. Will you be home by five or—” The click and subsequent dial tone left her in silence. “Guess I’ll have to wait and see.” Elizabeth plodded back to her chair and stared at her notebook. “Aargh! Forget it!” She stomped out of the office, allowing procrastination to get the better of her.

      Grabbing her coat and purse, she headed out the front door, climbed into her black ’92 Impala, and drove into town.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      THE SMALL CITY OF DE DORTRAIL was much bigger than she was used to, but she navigated the streets like she’d lived there for longer than two weeks. Twenty minutes later, she pulled her car into the hardware store parking lot.

      Inside, she roamed the aisles with her cart, unsure of what she needed. As she strolled the pet supplies aisle, she spotted the birdseed. A few minutes later, she’d filled her cart with two large bags of mixed seed, shelled peanuts, suet cakes, and cages, and topped it off with three bird feeders. If the birds were going to frequent her yard, she could at least feed them. Satisfied, she made her way toward the checkout. But as she exited the aisle, she came to an abrupt halt, narrowly missing another cart.

      “Whoa! In a hurry?” her neighbour, Steve, said. He combed his fingers through his dark, slicked-back hair. A few grey strands weaved through the hair at his temples and his muttonchop sideburns.

      “So sorry!” She gave him a weak smile. “Guess I wasn’t paying attention.”

      He winked. “Hey, don’t worry about it, Beth.” He reached into her cart and pulled out a feeder. “Looks like you’ll be busy.” For only their second meeting, having introduced himself to her just days after moving in, he’d become too familiar.

      Elizabeth gritted her teeth as she fingered the charms on her bracelet. She disliked being called Beth by anyone, even her husband. The nickname reminded her of her mother, as that was what she’d called her. “Elizabeth,” she corrected. She kept her eye on the feeder in his hands, noticing a black bruise at the base of his thumbnail.
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