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“I’m driving up to it now.”

“And I’m telling you, it’s not real!”

Mary protested from a hands-free call as I pulled up to my great-aunt’s home. She had protested only five times that day. Twice over breakfast and three times more as she walked me to my car. Down from fourteen the evening before and a grand total of fifty for the entire previous day.

My car hadn’t been new when I bought it. Burdened with all my worldly possessions, it still drove perfectly fine. I just couldn’t listen to the radio and have heat or AC on at the same time. The top three rows of the rear defrost had never worked, and the defrost didn’t work while the fans were running. Nothing could run in winter until the car warmed up except the motor. Otherwise, it screamed like a squirrel being melted feet first in acid. 

And hands-free calls were little more than speakerphone and a cupholder.

But it got the job done.

I parked my beater in front of 35 Manor Park Road and gawked at the two-storey Victorian-style house through the passenger side window as Mary demanded to know what was happening. 

Bridget Daigle, my great-aunt on my mother’s side, had contacted me out of the blue, looking for someone to care for her house for a few months while she settled into a long-term care home. She would sell the house in the fall, after the tourist season ended. I didn’t even recall having a great-aunt until she reached out through social media, but she had been friends with my mom on the site for nearly a decade. I couldn’t find a catch. 

The bills were paid, along with services like a gardener and handyman. She didn’t want rent or anything, just asked me to stay out of the guest rooms upstairs. I had access to the rest of the house. 

All I needed to do was buy food.

As I stared at the two-storey building, it finally sunk in that this might actually be real. Hope flared in my chest.

Then died immediately when I reminded myself nothing in my life had ever been so...

There had to be a catch.

“Kate!” Mary bellowed.

She shouted so loudly that the speakers squealed. I winced, teeth clenching at the sudden sound. As the squeal died, she continued to protest and even threatened to call the police. I struggled to find my tongue.

“It’s real,” I blurted out.

“It is not.”

I grabbed my phone and ended the call, checked my data usage, then gave her a video call. She gasped scandalously.

The twisted knots and almost-crosses of a trellised archway broke the black iron fencing, granting entrance to a front yard filled with shrubs and flowers. Small patches of lawn stood defiantly bare but covered in creeping thyme instead of grass, which spread a peppery fragrance as I stepped out of my car and closed the door. 

Out of habit, I checked the door handle, then moved around the car as I swung the phone about to take in the two-storey grey-blue house. The left side of the house curved outward, sporting multiple windows facing the street on both floors. The lower windows showed off glass bobbles floating in the morning sunlight. Upstairs, the curtains were drawn.

A stone pathway began at the sidewalk, winding its way under the trellis and leading to the house. 

“No, it’s the one beside that one,” she said. “The one that looks like a shed, right?”

The house had a side yard and a shed in the corner near the road. Even the shed looked bigger than my last apartment. Better maintained, too.

“I think that’s a shed,” I said. “For the house.”

I stepped onto the path and looked over the vines. Bright green leaves covered the trellis, interspersed with buds not yet opened. I reached, my fingers touching a leaf, as a motion out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. 

A delivery truck pulled up behind my car. The driver leaned out and motioned at me. I motioned to the driveway on the other side of the house, and the driver nodded. 

Great-Aunt Bridget had taken the mattress off her bed, which was understandable. I hated sleeping on someone else’s mattress, even if it was in a hotel. The cost of shipping my old, second-hand furniture outweighed my desire to have it shipped and stored for the summer. Instead, I had sold or given away everything and ordered a new mattress.  

I’d used the money I had been saving up to get a better apartment and instead paid for my road trip out and a new mattress. My account was nearly empty, but I had all summer to make enough to rent a nice apartment after Bridget sold her home.

“Okay, but it’s someone else’s house, right?” she asked. “Like, there’s a smaller house around back or something?”

“No, this is her address,” I said. “I checked with Mom.”

“You talked to your mother?”

“Look, I know when something’s too good to be true,” I protested. “That’s why I asked you to come along. I was playing it safe. You’re the one who couldn’t get out of work.”

“I’ll be there in, like, six hours.”

“I could be murdered before you arrive.”

Mary gave me a look as I glanced up and down the picturesque road, searching for something that could be used as a weapon or hinted at impropriety. Nothing was out of place, which only made my protest all the funnier as I shook my head and changed the camera around so she could see my scowling look.

We both knew how these things went. All appeared normal until the axe fell, or a foot dropped, or any other number of ways to say we got pooched out of what had appeared to be reasonable circumstances.

“Hopefully by Hottie across the road,” Mary said with a pointed look.

I lowered the phone, face burning as I turned slightly.

A man stood across the road in the shade of one of the many old trees that lined the street. He was tall, with short black hair and scruff on his firm jaw. His boots were old and scuffed, showing their age. His jeans were nearly white, worn at the knees. The white shirt was new and unsoiled, but mostly hidden by a leather jacket. The only jewellery he wore was an ornate silver ring on his little finger. 

His jaw gritted as our eyes locked. Green eyes narrowed as thick eyebrows lowered slightly.

I raised a hand in an awkward wave. 

He raised his nose a little in acknowledgement and then walked away. I watched his retreating form for a minute. Letting out a huff, I glanced at Mary’s expectant expression on the video call. 

“No idea what that was about,” I muttered.

“You moved to a small town. He probably knew your aunt. Probably wondering who the weirdo is moving into her house.”

“I’m not a weirdo.”

I absolutely was, but I didn’t like being called out on it.

“You’re coming from the big city. You’re the weirdo in a small town.”

The deliverymen set my mattress down on the sidewalk and gave me an expectant look. I laughed nervously and apologized.

“Gotta open the house up,” I told Mary. “I’ll call you back.”

After ending the call, I slipped my phone into my pocket. 

The short walk down the stone pathway was lovely and filled with the scent of the creeping thyme and various shrubs. The flowerbeds showed promise. Even in early spring, colour sprinkled the beds. 

The gardener would come by twice a week to keep up on things. All I had to do was let him in.

The path ended at a covered portico. Stained dark, the door looked old and heavy, like it was original to the house. A stained-glass window showed off a variety of flowers, but also distorted the view into the house. Under the mat, placed just half an hour before, was the front door key. I used it to unlock the door and stepped into the house, sighing out as I crossed the threshold. 

For a moment, I felt caught up in something forgotten. The scent of laundry detergent and baby powder, the feel of comfort closing in, even the lighting in the entrance, felt eerily familiar. 

A grunt alerted me to the deliverymen’s presence. Reality crept into my fantasy, but I simply stepped aside and told them where Bridget had said the bedroom was. I had purchased a new bedding set and some other comforts, which Mary would bring with her, since my car was already packed to the brim from the move out.

Following the deliverymen upstairs, I made certain they put the mattress in the right bedroom. It and the bathroom door stood open. After signing for the delivery, I walked them out. 

Mere moments later, I was alone in a house that cost more than any home I’d ever be able to afford. I could have wandered around, to check the house out, but I preferred completing tasks before relaxing. Otherwise nothing ever got done.

Unloading the car was a task I regretted three boxes in, but I continued because I didn’t want Mary to have to work after her shift finished. It didn’t take long to unload the boxes and stuff them into their appropriate rooms to unpack later.

When I finished, I moved my car to the driveway and returned to the house, finally free to explore. 

I kicked off my shoes and left them on the empty rack beside the door. My light jacket hung above the shoes on a coat hanger attached to the wall.

The kitchen and eat-in dining room stood to the right of the entrance. 

A living room and sunroom sat on the left of the house, with a tiny half-bath under the steps. Upstairs had a bathroom, two guest rooms, and the main bedroom. My room sat directly left of the stairs, the bathroom beside that, and a small guest room sat at the front of the house. 

That was the room whose curtains were closed. I had paid little mind to the other side of the house from the outside, but there was only one door, which sat directly across from my room. The two guest rooms were off limits. Otherwise, I had free use of the house.

After a quick tour, I headed back into the kitchen for a drink of water. 

The corner cupboard revealed a collection of pottery mugs in a variety of styles and colours. The cupboard beside it and right by the sink revealed pottery dishes. Not fancy stuff, but handmade things, each bearing a signature on the bottom. 

Bridget enjoyed collecting them, I knew. 

But I’d never met her before.

The thought puzzled me, but my childhood was a mass of fragmented nightmares that frightened me so much I had stopped digging for the things I could no longer recall. What I’d forgotten between birth and the living present surprised even me at times.

The upper cupboards ran along the front wall to the corner, paused for the window, and then stretched to the end of the lower cupboards on that wall. The lower cupboard bent, reaching into the kitchen, creating an L-shape between the cooking and dining areas. 

The kitchen even had a narrow walk-in pantry stocked full of shelf-stable items like rice, lentils, potatoes, and all the spices I could ever want or need. 

The decor appeared vintage, as if Bridget had decorated when she was a young woman and added bits over the years from her travels. 

A seashell wind chime here. A pottery seahorse there.

Frowning, I drifted to the patio doors as I noticed them for the first time. They stood at the end of the eat-in dining table, facing the side yard with the shed. 

As I stepped outside, I sucked in a breath of cool spring air and felt lost for a second. I drifted past the covered patio. Flagstones underfoot lay battered, weeds growing between their cracks. The surface had become uneven and needed replacing. Trellis walls lined the sides and a pagoda top stretched overhead, all covered in bright green leaves and buds.

Immense trees lined the sidewalk to the right and the wooded area to the left. A hedge of stinging nettle edged the side lawn facing the street. Raspberry bushes flanked the side facing the neighbour, tall and impenetrable. Along the back side of the yard, holly stood bushy and proud. Flower beds spread out in front of the nettle and holly. I recognized few of the plants. What I thought I recognized was bee balm, lupin, delphinium, and what might have been highbush cranberries, but I wouldn’t know for sure until the gardener arrived. 

A wrought-iron fireplace sat near the front of the yard, hidden from the road by the shed, nestled right in the corner, though the edging plants grew between the shed and the fence. The shed bore the same siding and white edging as the house, boasting care and attention few showered on such a necessity.  

I drifted past all this, names of the plants drifting through my mind as I passed them, headed for the tree growing in the far corner of the yard. Behind the tree, I found a swing that someone had recently replaced. The rope was a coated nylon rather than the rough, sailboat-worthy stuff I expected. A memory of me lying on the swing, belly on the seat as I flew, giggling and pretending I was flying for real, hit me so hard that I felt breathless. 

The boards had creaked under my weight even then, but the seat appeared sturdy enough to hold my current weight.

My hand wrapped around the rope of the swing as I considered the memory. 

Mom said I had never met her aunt. 

Then why do I remember being here?

Cold crept up my back as paranoia set in. I left the swing and headed for the front door. 

In a small town like Ash Haven, I probably never needed to worry about locking the door, but years of living in a city left me feeling vulnerable.

I locked the doorknob and hesitated as I made to turn away. My hand drifted up to the deadbolt, which I slipped into place with an authoritative thump, then up to the silver door chain that slipped over and down in a custom maze that held a clip on the other end so it couldn’t slip out easily. 

Frowning at the door, I took a step back. 

I took a picture of the locks, hinting that someone was more paranoid than me, and sent it to Mary. 

Then I went through the rest of the house searching for similar security measures. The patio door had a bar to stop people from breaking in, along with the standard lock. The windows opened easily and had little locks on each.

All pretty standard.

Given Bridget’s age, I had expected an alarm system or even stickers for one, but nothing. I could only assume, again, that in a small town such as that, the additional locks on the door were Bridget’s ‘super secure’ methods. But that didn’t explain why the additional lock included a maze.

It was as if Bridget had wanted to make sure she passed a cognitive test before she left the house.

Dark, if true.

A few of the windows had dark smudges on the frame as they swung open lightly. I ran my finger over the spots, frowning at the charred wood my fingers grazed. A spot of ash clung to my fingertips when I pulled away.  

The living room contained a fireplace with a TV hung above its mantel. A green antique couch sat awkwardly in the corner by the windows, a floor lamp sitting behind it, and a little to the side of the TV. The living room was long, with most of the furniture near the front of the house. The back of the room contained only an electric keyboard and a plant stand sitting directly in front of a window overflowing with succulents. 

The curve of the front of the house outward had been turned into a shelf or perhaps meant as a sitting area. Dark polished wood offered an uncomfortable seat at a height that left my feet dangling just above the floor. Nothing sat on the surface, offering no indication of its previous use.

A door at the far end of the living room led into the sunroom, filled with plants and several wicker chairs boasting overstuffed cushions. A wicker ottoman sat under a window facing the large side yard. Opening it revealed lap blankets and a black, tattered journal, which I tucked back into the blankets. 

I doubted Bridget had left it there for me to find.

Morning light filtered in through the windows, overlooking a small back yard. The home appeared to back onto a local park. The tended lawns and awkward pathway hinted at its publicly funded nature. A pond sat in the distance, benches surrounding it. 

The small back yard showed signs of being a food garden. The soil appeared worked and waiting for seedlings, which would soon go into the ground.

As I stood there staring at the dark earth, it slowly began dawning on me that it was real. 

It was all real. 

Shock made me look around for someone else. Anyone to prove I wasn’t dreaming, dead, or crazy.

In the distance, the man from the road stepped up to the pond. Another man stepped up beside him. They were about the same height, but the other man was leaner, with a broader, squared face. The new man had thick brown hair and wore a long, light brown coat that brushed his knees as his hands slipped into the pockets. 

The pair talked for a bit, and I stood there like the crazy local gossip gawking at them. 

I imagined for a moment that they were talking about me. The dark one asked the other if he had seen me. His companion made a comment about welcoming me properly to the neighbourhood because small town folk did things like that. The dark haired one smiled in response and took a step away from the pond. His head tilted as if motioning toward the house, and my heart dropped in my chest. 

The other man stared across the park. I felt as though our eyes locked across the distance. 

He turned to the dark one. They stared at one another, and he smiled wickedly as my mind raced, screaming that what I thought was impossible. The sun being where it was and how far away we were, not to mention the window between us.

They walked away from the pond together. 

I realized I was staring and being creepy. I stood right in the window like an idiot. They probably saw me and decided I was being weird.

I turned from the window and headed upstairs. 

Unpacking only took a couple of hours. It was mostly clothing, bedding, and books. My precious items went onto the dresser and began filling the shelves of the bedroom, which Bridget had mostly emptied. There were no old pictures staring out at me from the walls or remnants of her in the room. She had even done a fresh coat of light green paint, though I suspected the handyman had actually done that. 

At ninety years old, Great-Aunt Bridget shouldn’t have been painting walls. 

The only item I put in the closet aside from clothing was an old, oversized teddy bear, now overstuffed. The original stuffing had gone to his head. A friend’s mother had re-stuffed it once, nearly a decade after I purchased it as my first and only comfort item. I had re-stuffed it a few months earlier.

There were only two things remaining from my childhood. 

That bear and Alistair.

Well, and Mary, I reminded myself bitterly as I closed the door on my security item. I wasn’t alone anymore.

I had Mary. 

Every time I moved, the bear ended up in my closet, as I promised myself I had outgrown clinging to a security item. 

I wondered how long it would be before I pulled it out and wrapped myself around it once more.

The rest of the house held remnants of Bridget’s life. Pictures of friends and family lined the living room walls. Two large bookshelves lined the upstairs hallway, filled with older books. One contained novels. Mystery, science fiction, and fantasy were in the majority. There were only a couple of romance novels. 

Odd books filled the second shelf. Some were in Latin and French. Three on the top shelf were journals, tattered and worn like the one from the sunroom. I lost interest in the shelf when I saw them, deciding Bridget probably didn’t want me snooping. 

I was likely welcome to the novel shelf, I decided. 

My phone vibrated in my pocket, alerting me to a social media message. I pulled it out and found a note from Bridget. 

“Are you there?” 

“I am,” I sent back. “It’s beautiful. Thank you!”

“Will you be able to work from there? Do you need more locks?”

I worked from home for a bank. They had strict requirements for locking the office and work area unless one lived alone. Suddenly, the locks on the front door made sense. I laughed because it was lovely of her to try, but she had put so many holes in her beautiful door. 

“Think it’ll work perfectly.”

“Good. You just enjoy it until the tourist season is over, then I’ll put it on the market.”

“Thank you!”

She sent a winky face. 

The woman could work the internet, yet we hadn’t spoken before. I knew only what Mom said about her. 

Grandma’s only sister. Never married, no children. Money wrapped up in some sort of trust that died with her, leaving nothing for anyone else once she sold the house. 

That was fine by me, though, because I had always worked under the impression that I’d never see a dime from anyone. It hadn’t even occurred to me that I might have an inheritance until my father threatened to take it away. 

All I needed was a place to stay while I figured things out, which was all Bridget promised. I had a job. I just needed a little help. 

Just a little bit.

Instead, I had a place to stay over the summer and no bills to worry about. It turned out the place was gorgeous. One I might have visited when I was younger. Something that might help me remember my childhood, aside from fragments.

A knock at the door startled me out of my cloud.

I sat at the dining table, staring into the distance. A cold cup of tea sat before me, the tea bag still soaking in the water, forgotten. Time had gotten away from me. The evening sun filtered orange through the kitchen window. 

Sighing, I stood and took my cup to the sink. I dumped it and headed to the front door. The maze lock was a little difficult, but I got it in the end and pulled the door open. 

Mary greeted me with a half-hearted smile. 

We’d been best friends since fifth grade. While we had spent only a few months together, we became inseparable. Through multiple moves across several provinces, we had kept in contact. Just before I moved away, she had talked my parents into letting me adopt Alistair, while she kept his sister, Alcina.

They never let me keep anything.

With thick black hair and a short stature, it was easy to overlook Mary. She let people underestimate her because of her size and the round, innocent look of her face, but Mary was downright petty when pissed off. She was also one of the few people I knew shorter than I was.

It was only half an inch, but it counted.

Mary bent and picked Alistair’s carrier off the portico’s stones. He meowed angrily at her for daring to put him down. She muttered something uncomplimentary at Alistair as he growled threateningly. I made an understanding, pitying sound at both as Mary carried Alistair into our new home.

As Mary moved into the living room with the carrier, I closed the door and slipped the deadbolt closed. Mary set the carrier down and opened the top as I stepped into the living room. 

Alistair waited until Mary stood before he sat up and glowered at me with yellow-green eyes. His long black fur floated about him as he hopped out of the carrier and strutted out of the living room with his nose and tail in the air defiantly.

His first priority was always locating the litter box, which I had put in the upstairs bathroom. Second would be his food and water bowls in the dining area. Third would be to find the bed and hide under it until I got ready to turn in, so he could attack my ankles for moving him again. 

I had stayed with Mary for nearly a week before the house became available. She and Alistair had gotten along fine, but then Alcina had taken up most of Alistair’s time.

“What are you two fighting about?” I asked.

“I may have called you a stupid bitch for moving into a house sight unseen,” Mary said as she gawked around. “This is older than I was expecting. I figured everything would be renovated and, you know, cameras installed.”

“I think I’ve been here before,” I said. “Everything seems to be in order.”

“But you said you hadn’t.”

“It’s the weirdest thing. There’s a swing in the back I went right to even though it’s out of sight. And, like, it feels like I’ve been here before.”

“Oh, do tell. Do show. Must’ve been built in the eighteen hundreds. This is probably the original wood flooring, and it’s amazingly kept. It doesn’t smell old, though. Just well-loved.”

“I’m sure the realtor will make up lots of quaint terms for the listing,” I said. 

“They could sell this in an hour. It’d go fast, so don’t fall in love with it.”

Life had taught me not to hope for such things. There were no family discounts. No items to fall off a truck. And certainly no warm holiday get-togethers.

But that never stopped me from breaking down when I got my hopes up and was proven, once again, that life is cruel and made for others. 

Not for me.

Mary only tried to remind me, not chide me. It was easy to want for a hole in the wall, but this place?

I folded my arms and scowled at her, aware that she wanted me to get her an in with Bridget so she could take a shot at buying the place. It was something she knew I wouldn’t do because no one ever said yes to those sorts of requests. 

Not to me, anyhow.

“Follow your own advice,” I muttered bitterly. Then perked up because misery loves company. “Pretty sure your grandmother didn’t leave you that much. Want to see the back yard?”

We headed into the yard as Alistair wandered to his food dish. I closed the patio door behind us so he wouldn’t wander outside. Mary loved the yard as much as the inside. I pointed out the plants I knew. She pointed out a couple she knew.

For dinner, I ordered pizza. We ate on the patio with our jackets on. Faerie lights hidden in the trellis lit up the patio. As the sun went down, lights in the oaks flickered to life, casting a magical glow over the side yard.

“I hate that some rich, bored housewife is going to come in here and rip it all out,” Mary sighed. “That’s probably why she’s waiting. To keep them from destroying everything she’s built. The locals know it’s going up for sale. Gives them time to arrange with Bridget. Come fall, it won’t go on the market without a buyer in hand. Some local kid who moved away and got married but wants to move home to have kids of their own. That’s what this place needs.”

“She won’t leave it to me. And you just told me not to get attached.”

“You can still hope.”

“I’m not getting my hopes up about a house whose property tax I probably couldn’t afford. Mom said Bridget doesn’t have any money. It’s wrapped up in a trust to keep the house until she dies. The trust doesn’t pay for her care in a home, and her savings are only so large. She needs to sell this place so she can live comfortably. She’s not giving it to me.”

“You can at least dream about it.”

“If I dream about it, I’ll want it, and then I’ll be heartbroken come fall when she sells. Who’ll put me back together? You? You’ll be too busy with school.”

“Well, you’ll be staying with me until you find a place of your own, so, yeah, me. Oh, did you talk to Hottie? Did he hear me? What’d he say?”

“Nothing, didn’t even wave. Just kind of nodded and walked off. He actually walked around. There’s a park along the back. Talked to another guy at a pond back there.”

Something to the left snapped, like a twig. Terror tugged at my chest for a second. It became difficult to breathe as I strained, listening for any other sound, wondering if someone was standing in the park watching us over the holly bushes. 

As I tuned back in, Mary was saying something about stalking.

“No, no, of course not,” I protested. “I went into the sunroom, and he happened to be standing there. Then I kind of wondered what it all was, and his friend showed up. I didn’t stare out the window or follow him.”

She laughed, and I gave her arm a light swat. 

“I’m not a stalker,” I protested.

“That’s what a stalker would say.”

“Letting you stay here with me tonight in this beautiful house, and you call me a stalker?”

“Begged me to stay over the first night just in case you got murdered or something.”

“Yeah, by Alistair, for leaving him at your place for the day.”

“Speaking of, where is he? Shouldn’t he be pawing at the door, demanding attention?”

“Let’s just say I need to get into bed first.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2



[image: ]




Sunday was a lazy, beautiful early spring day. 

We started our morning with coffee and books in the sunroom. Mary chose a bright red mug from the corner cupboard. I chose a blue and green one with a ribbon handle. Alistair settled on the ottoman, head darting this way and that, watching birds and chipmunks passing by the window. 

Little conversation took place.

I saw Mary off just after lunch. 

“If anything weird happens, call me,” she said.

“I’ll be fine,” I protested.

“This is basic horror movie stuff. The locals could want to sacrifice you to their god.”

“We’re in Canada,” I reminded her. “I don’t think local gods talk to white people. Especially not the white English and French settlers of the region, who slaughtered those gods’ peoples. I’ll be fine.”

Mary jabbed a finger at my nose.

“You better hope they aren’t out for revenge, then.”

“Okay, they deserve that, but seriously, local gods wouldn’t accept sacrifices.”

“Human sacrifices, maybe. There are other kinds of sacrifice.”

She gave me her sternest look. I sighed and nodded, agreeing to call her if anything came up. I appreciated her concern over the house turning into a horror movie, but as much as she joked, neither of us believed the supernatural would be the problem. 

Or the neighbourhood.

After Mary left, I set up the sunroom as my home office. With no one else in the house, my only concern was whether I sat with my back to a window, but the outlets were along the wall that separated the sunroom and living room. I figured it was only for the summer. I might as well enjoy every benefit I could, including soaking in the beautiful view.

Alistair didn’t budge from the ottoman, though his tail twitched now and again as he lay there, pretending to sleep. Occasionally, he turned to me and locked eyes, giving me the squishy eyes and slight nose raise that told me he had forgiven and still loved me.

I went for my daily run in the afternoon instead of the morning because Mary hated running, and I hadn’t wanted to leave her alone in the house. I worried she’d start snapping pictures. 

My playlist normally accompanied my run, but since it was my first time around town, I figured listening to music might distract me and get me lost. Instead, I slipped on the earbuds so I wouldn’t draw unwanted conversation and headed out.

Ash Haven was a small town nestled on Canada’s eastern coast. Its population included both English and Acadian descendants, though the population exploded during the tourist season. On the drive in, the lack of new real estate was obvious. 

Unlike so many other small east coast towns, there were no modern middle-class mansions nestled among the trees or on hills overlooking the water. The highway went through the tourist area, which sat right on the water. The urban area spread from there, hidden among the trees. 

Acadian flags dotted homes and businesses. I jogged past three pottery studios, which explained the mugs, and two art galleries among a mixture of tourist gift shops and beach-themed restaurants.

The houses were old, some as old as the town itself. Historical buildings stood out in quiet dignity among their poorly imitated neighbours. The doctor’s house had been converted into a bed-and-breakfast, the post office into a convenience store, and the one-room schoolhouse became a cannabis dispensary right in the tourist area. The few people I passed had the same expression that every Maritimer had somehow decided was their resting expression.

Which was to say they had resting bitch face.

At least I finally learned where I got it from.

Maritimers were said to be a cold, private people. During the pandemic, folk from big cities flocked to the Atlantic provinces to get away from their big town lives, then complained bitterly when they arrived and everyone spoke French.

In a French village.

With big city folks moving in, ripping out historical houses, flattening forests, and generally being dicks from what Mary told me, some small towns had dug in their heels to resist the influx of colonizers. Ash Haven was one such town, or at least Bridget was one such person, determined not to allow her house to be bought by someone who didn’t throw their heart and soul into the town.

There was little traffic on Sunday afternoon. I could hear last-minute gatherings hidden behind fences as I jogged by, barbecue scents filling the air as laughter and conversation drifted past. 

The feeling of being surrounded yet seeing few people reminded me a little of home. I didn’t miss the concrete jungle or living close to a city centre, preferring the dappled shade of leaves dancing on the sidewalk and fresh air I swore smelled just a little salty.

Twenty minutes into my run, Hottie jogged past me. His speed was a little faster than mine as he passed, yet he trailed ahead of me for a good couple of minutes. Dressed in jogging pants and a white tank-top, he showed off well-muscled arms. I didn’t doubt that he could out-jog me, and a part of me wondered if he had done that on purpose. Our pace aligned for a second. I struggled for a good minute before I realized he had slowed. 

I hadn’t sped up.

At an intersection near the high school, he turned right at a convenience store on the corner. I approached the road at the red light and jogged in place as I waited for the light to turn, trying to keep my heart rate up. 

I took in the state of the high school, trying to pinpoint what looked off about the scene. Perhaps it was what appeared to be years’ worth of dead leaves piled against the base of the sign while the rest of the grounds appeared ragged at the edges somehow.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Hottie leaning against the convenience store, arms crossed, barely breathing hard. He appeared to watch the school. The hair on the back of my neck rose as I tried to shake the feeling of being watched.

I heard wheezing and uneven footsteps coming up behind me. As the sound approached, I turned. Three people jogged around the corner, having followed us. Each wore a tank top and jogging pants. Two men and a woman with a wild mass of hair tousled from her run. The youngest man, barely over eighteen, was wheezing and nearly bent over as the trio came upon Hottie, still leaning casually against the building.

I turned back to the road, trying not to seem like I was prying, though I couldn’t shake the feeling that Hottie watched me. Despite being warmed from the run, I felt a blush burn through my cheeks at the possibility. 

“You’re getting better,” a voice said.

I was pretty sure it was Hottie, because the voice was clear and firm, not out of breath in the least. The other three were panting as they came upon him, though the woman looked like the run had been just what she needed. A grin cracked her features even as she huffed and puffed.

“That’s good,” Hottie added. “But if you can’t keep up with her, you’re no use to me.”

“I—” puffed a younger voice. “—know.”

For a second, I thought Hottie was talking about me, but I decided he must be referring to the woman in the group. 

The light changed. 

I glanced both ways and made sure the car that had just received the light came to a complete stop before I crossed the road.

“Was she just...” I heard one of them mutter, but then I was across the road and headed west, back toward the house. There was a murmur of something, but between it, the distance, and the earbuds meant to make others leave me alone, I didn’t catch the response.

I returned to the house as a couple stepped onto the sidewalk from the pathway. They recognized me as a stranger immediately. The woman raised a hand and smiled, so I slowed and pulled my earbuds out.

She was tall and thin with black hair cropped short, narrow features, and beady eyes. A faded Ash Haven High t-shirt hung from her twig-like form. The back, which I saw when she turned slightly, appeared to say ‘Paul’ in cracked white letters. Below that, it said something else that might once have been ‘Goalie,’ though I immediately decided I must be wrong. 

He was slightly shorter, but broader than she was, carrying a good deal of muscle. His brown-grey hair had receded around a pronounced widow’s peak. There was something very firm and controlling about the set of his lips, but his brown eyes warmed at the sight of me. 

“Hi,” I said.

Sweaty and panting from my run, brushing a stray strand of hair from my damp forehead as I tried to look like a friendly human woman who wasn’t just a bunch of sharp edges held together with packing tape and old gum.

Moving presented an opportunity because no one would know I was a crazy introvert until I turned into one.

The woman lit up immediately, though her smile didn’t reach her eyes. Everything else about her said welcome, but something about her gaze turned calculating and dangerous. 

“Hello,” she said. “You must be Katelyn Elizabeth Bennet. Bridget told us all about you. It’s so unfortunate she had to go straight from the hospital to the living facility. I know she would’ve wanted to be here to greet you herself.”

This was news to me. 

I thought Bridget had returned home to see to a few things and had lived there for several weeks before my arrival. She was to have left just the day before, about an hour before I arrived. 

Mary is going to kill me.

I knew immediately, just as I knew I’d have to tell her about that oddity. Something was up. Bridget had lied, but why? She was the one who suggested that date for me to move in. I didn’t have plans to adjust to, but sooner would have been better for me.

I loved Mary, but sharing a two-bedroom apartment with her and her roommates was not my idea of secure.

“Sorry, she didn’t mention any neighbours,” I said.

My earbuds went into my pocket. Then we exchanged pleasantries.

Paul and Paula Cormier were childhood sweethearts who had once gotten tangled up in Bridget’s raspberry bushes during a particularly active make-out session during the cold winter months. Bridget had had to cut them free and had been a good friend of theirs ever since. 

Paul was the gardener. Paula the handywoman. The pair also owned a pub nearby called the Sandbar. They invited me to trivia night the following Friday, and Paul promised to swing by on Tuesday to see to the flower beds. 

“Anything you want grown out back, just let me know,” Paul said. “I’ll get right on it.”

“I’ve barely had time to consider the plants that are there,” I responded.

“Now, she wants nothing pulled,” Paul added firmly. 

“She didn’t say she wanted anything removed,” Paula said as she gave her husband a playful slap. “Don’t mind him. He’s protective of the garden. I told him we should buy the place, but he’d rather live above the pub.”

“It deters thieves and sneaks.”

“Anyhow, we’ll leave you to it, but stop by Friday for trivia night,” Paula said. “Tourists’ll start arriving Saturday, so it’s the last chance for us to get together without them pushing in.”

They took their leave. I headed in to shower and begin the inevitable slide from weekend into Monday morning.

My week was standard, except during meetings when I received a lot of comments about the sunroom. They knew all about my living situation before I agreed to move because I couldn’t afford to lose the job, but they were surprised by how nice it was. There was a lot of envy revolving around how I could sit in a beautiful sunroom while I worked instead of being locked up in a cubicle or closet somewhere. 

Paul arrived Tuesday morning as promised. He knocked on the door to announce his presence, but then went about his work quietly. I hardly noticed that he was there. When I stepped out for my lunch, he was gone. I could tell some watering had been done, but otherwise, I couldn’t tell what he did.

The garden was well-maintained. Everything appeared established aside from the annuals, which showed darkened ground around them. A pang of disappointment echoed in my chest because there was nothing for me to do in the garden except watch it grow, which I did constantly.

I ran out of creamer Wednesday morning and made my first trip to the grocery store, which was so much smaller than I was used to. The selection wasn’t as wide, but luckily, I wasn’t overly attached to anything I couldn’t have shipped in. 

As I rounded back to the fresh food section, having decided I wanted the bananas I had passed on the way in, I spotted Hottie with his three friends huddled around the tomatoes. He was explaining how to pick a ripe tomato and chastising the older man for being dismissive regarding bruising. 

“Texture is just as important as flavour. If I tell you to bring home tomatoes, I mean fresh tomatoes. Don’t I?”

The other man grumbled but lowered his eyes and gruffly agreed as I settled before the fruit to select my bananas. I stared at the bright yellow fruit for a long moment, feeling as if I were being watched. A prickle spread up the nape of my neck. The hairs stood on end a second later, bringing with it a sense of terror.

As if a predator had caught sight of me.

I glanced up and saw the three friends picking over tomatoes. They stood one produce aisle over, sniffing their chosen tomatoes as they went about the task as if whether they went to bed with empty stomachs depended on finding a perfectly ripe tomato. 

Hottie stood behind them, his arms crossed.

Green eyes darkening as they locked with mine. 

A blush raged across my cheeks, threatening to creep wider and cover my entire face. I lowered my eyes and hunched my shoulders as I turned quickly, heading for the cashier. 

The grocery store had three tills, but only one cashier working. As I was unloading my items, Hottie’s group approached and formed an orderly line, each carrying a basket aside from Hottie, who gave them quiet instructions, his back to the till as the cashier began scanning my items.

I must have misheard, because it sounded as if he was explaining how to purchase food and general grocery store expectations, like putting down the divider for the next person and not crowding people. 

And how cash worked?

All right, fine, I didn’t mishear at all. I listened to every word he said, baffled as I tried to make it make sense. It was as if he thought they were stupid just because they couldn’t tell the difference between a bruised tomato and a ripe one.

The youngest, the fellow who couldn’t keep up with the others yet, peered around Hottie at me. 

“Ian, what did I just say?” Hottie asked.

He sounded exasperated, gearing up for another argument.

“I can listen and watch at the same time,” Ian said.

Ian had more interesting things than Hottie to stare at. He had caught me eavesdropping. I was certain as I fumbled with an awards card and tried to refocus on my groceries.

“Not if you’re listening to me.”

Hottie’s tone left no room for discussion.

Distracted, I paid my bill and left the till, only to realize halfway to the door that I had left my card in the machine. I returned to the till as Hottie stepped up to the cashier, reaching into his back pocket for his wallet as he frowned at the card reader like someone had peed on his shoes. His thick eyebrows drew downward, creasing his forehead as his nose wrinkled in annoyance. 

His green eyes flickered to me as I approached. 

Apologizing, I reached for the machine while leaning the rest of me away as much as I could. He pulled my card from the machine and handed it to me with two fingers, clearly not wanting to touch it. I accepted the card and muttered a second apology, then fled for home. 

That evening as I sat in the sunroom reading, Hottie and his mystery friend met at the pond again. They appeared to have a heated discussion where Hottie proved he wasn’t just attractive but also had a hothead. It took little to imagine that he raised his voice, tone turning sharp as he snarled at the mystery man. The other smiled, amused by the outburst. 

Mystery Man stepped up to Hottie as if afraid of being overheard, even though the park was empty. When he finished, he walked off, leaving Hottie scowling at the pond. He glanced toward the house, but I was confident he couldn’t see me sitting in the sunroom with the lights off. 

Knowing that didn’t stop the flash of terror and startled anticipation of thinking I’d been spotted. I wanted to get caught. I wanted him to know that I saw him, that I noticed him.

But then I remembered how his nose had scrunched up in the store, and I sighed. 

Mary said—because I had a habit of texting her about everything the second it happened—that he was probably a cult leader and took offence at how I dressed or something. A cult would explain the weird instructions at the grocery store, though it didn’t explain why he kept staring at me.

He was hot, but no one was hot enough to make me consider joining the local cult. I’d probably lose the house, and I really liked the house. 

I sent Mary an update while waiting for the kettle to finish boiling. 

“How does that work into the cult bit?” she asked regarding the park visit.

“I don’t know,” I muttered at my phone, leaving her on read as I picked up my mug of chamomile tea. 

As I breathed in the scent, I realized the garden might just have chamomile growing in it. Bee balm, nettle, holly, and others I had identified were medicinal plants. 

My mind drifted back to the journal in the ottoman, but I resisted the urge. It felt wrong to read Bridget’s private thoughts after she had been so generous with me.

I wandered out to the side yard and began drifting along the edge of the garden, wondering if I could identify chamomile that had yet to bloom. 

At sunset during spring. Even as I realized it was a stupid idea, I kept looking.

I pulled to a stop in front of the herb garden. The rosemary caught my eye. It was a healthy sized bush that showed its age. The bundle of fragrance beside it smelled like savoury, but looked about the same age as the rosemary, bushy and thriving. 

As I pulled out my phone, I glanced up and caught the woman across the road staring at me with narrowed eyes. A vape caught between two fingers like a cigarette. Her dog, no larger than my foot but twice that size in fur alone, trotted across the yard, sniffing everything. 

When our eyes locked, she called her dog in. 

I didn’t move until her front door closed, sealing them both inside. Then I snapped a picture of the unidentified bush to do an image search.

The bush beside the rosemary was likely winter savoury. Summer savoury was what I had grown up with. I had a dim memory of my mother cursing about savoury, but I had been little and barely knew the difference between salt and pepper at the time.

Footfall on the sidewalk drew my attention upward. 

Mystery Man stepped up to the other side of the fence, watching me.

He had a calm smile and a head of thick auburn hair. His eyes were warm brown in the reddening sky. He wore the long brown coat of before, though up close it was brown leather with a sheepskin lining. The coat was excessive for the cool evening, but appeared clean.

I cleared my throat and tugged my house robe back up over my shoulder, holding it closed at my chest. 

Only then realizing it had fallen, or only then feeling vulnerable and needing to be covered? 

“Hello,” I said.

I used my furious tone. The one that said I only spoke because he was forcing me to obey social niceties, but we both knew I’d tell him to take a flying leap off a cliff for making me adjust my robe. As I was in the middle of crafting a vicious response to any snide comments about my dress, his smile grew.

There was nothing but friendliness in his features as he raised both hands in mock surrender. He forced them down with a glance at them, a questioning frown crinkling his features.

Wondering why he did that?

At least I wasn’t the only one who second-guessed my gestures.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “But your familiar is escaping.”

He motioned toward the house. I frowned and turned to find Alistair standing on the patio area, his tail up and attention focused on the man. Alistair’s ears laid back as soon as I turned to him. He turned to head into the house, his tail flicking in annoyance as his nose rose haughtily into the air.

“Or not,” the man added with a laugh. “That’s quite the character.”

“Alistair doesn’t like anyone but me.”

“Name’s Cyrus. What’s yours?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but Alistair yowled from the patio door. He was seriously concerned that I had foolishly left the door open. Anyone could walk in however they pleased, and he was determined to tell the entire town what a lousy owner I was.

“Sorry, I’d better go,” I said. “His next act will be launching himself at my face. Excuse me.”

Alistair let out a second, louder protest that made me wince. Anyone who heard it always thought he was being tortured to death. I retreated to the patio without giving Cyrus the opportunity to respond. When I slid the patio door closed, Alistair protested again, though quieter this time. I placed the bar on the door and reached to pull the curtains closed, hesitating to look toward the fence as I did.

Cyrus still stood on the sidewalk, looking over the side yard. 

I took my tea to the living room and updated Mary as I pulled up a horror movie. There were no curtains in the living room, but the couch sat in such a place that it couldn’t be seen from the road. Alistair curled up beside me on his blanket.

“So, Cyrus gets into a fight with Hottie and immediately comes to your place?” she asked.

“Yup.”

“You’re lucky you left the patio door open.”

“Thought I closed it.”

“Oh, so Alistair opened it to save you from Mystery Man?”

I rolled my eyes and dropped my phone onto the couch, determined to watch the movie. I loved talking hypotheticals with Mary, but me forgetting to close the door didn’t mean we had to go accusing Alistair of doing things.

It wasn’t a case of the Invisible Man. 

Paul arrived on Thursday. He was still there when I took my coffee break, so I headed outside. We talked about the garden. He came back during my lunch. We talked more about the garden. I knew a lot, but it was like a distant memory that Paul helped me remember. 

When I went to get the mail after work, I saw Ian, the youngest of Hottie’s friends, loitering by the stop sign down the road. He turned. Our eyes locked. His got bigger. He jolted as if someone had just poked him in the backside. I frowned as he hurried around the corner and out of sight.

Cue the flurry of texting to Mary.

“So, the cult’s spying on you?” Mary asked.

“I guess?”

“That’s super weird. Have there been any weird things going on otherwise?”

“Besides my friend making me paranoid?”

She sent a blowing-raspberry GIF. 

I almost went out to eat, but then I remembered trivia night was on Friday and saved my money. Instead, I ate in with Alistair on the couch, binging my favourite sitcom. 

Friday morning, I found Alistair sitting between the patio door and the curtain. When I approached, he growled angrily. I snapped open the curtains, expecting to find someone in the side yard, but there was no one there. I walked to the kitchen window and glanced toward the road.

Cyrus stood on the sidewalk, looking into the yard. He appeared curious, maybe scoping out the area.

Alistair growled again. 

“He’s not even in the yard,” I protested.

Alistair growled as if responding.

“There’s a fence and a hedge of stinging nettle between him and the yard,” I protested. “By the yard is not in the yard, is not in your territory.”

He gave a lengthy protest that cut off suddenly. Then he trotted into the kitchen, his tail up and begging for his breakfast as he wound his way between me and the counter. I glanced out the kitchen window. 

Cyrus was gone. 

With a questioning sound, I reached for Alistair’s bowl. 

“You’re going to trivia night, right?” was Mary’s response to his unprompted visit.

“Yeah, why?”

“You gotta find out who Cyrus is.”

“Maybe he just wants to buy the place. Maybe they both do, and that’s what’s going on.”

“Sure, but then why not just say so? They’re hot. You’re single. All they’d have to do is bat their eyelashes and ask nicely.”

I thought about it and was halfway through a defensive protest when I deleted it all and instead sent, “I hate you.”

“Be nosy, girl. It’s what other people call socializing.”
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Paula picked me up at seven. She arrived in a PEI souvenir t-shirt that read ‘Coastal Life’ in white letters over a cool, pastel coloured tie-dye. 

I wore jeans, the same jeans I had worn every day that week. But in my defence, I’d only worn them for an hour and then taken them off. They were perfectly clean. My socks, underwear, hell, even my bra were all clean. And of course, my blouse was always clean. A red and green floral pattern on black. 

I might have been proud of myself if I weren’t spending so much energy trying desperately not to do something stupid while the mantra started at the back of my mind.

Nobody asked, nobody asked, nobody asked...

It was a mantra that I had been assured other people also had running at the back of their minds. No one wanted the truth. No one wanted to know about my past, but they wanted to know where I came from. When they asked how I was, they were testing to see how well I could lie.

Because ain’t no one fine.

Ever.

If it ever sounded like someone was showing interest in my thing, they were just trying to include me, so I needed to make a better effort to join in the conversation. And if the group appeared to shift from my topic, I shouldn’t bring it up again because no one wanted to talk about it. 

My terror as I attempted to recall the other social rules I struggled with must have played over my features. Paula gave me a half-pitying look.

“Don’t worry, I found you someone to sit with, what with it being your first night and all,” Paula said. “You look so turned around.”

Admit nothing.

A rule I found helpful at work, yet struggled to enforce, played out, cutting off a possible honest answer.

I hummed in response, studying the too-large t-shirt hanging off Paula’s narrow frame. When our eyes met, we both blinked several times. Paula frowned. 

“Fine,” she said. “I’m supposed to warn you that one of Bridget’s friends might come through.”

“One of her friends?” I asked.

My mind immediately skittered across the messages I had exchanged with Bridget, but she had mentioned nothing about a friend.

“Old friend of Bridget’s,” she said with a sniff and an awkward glance around. “Might drop by, very set against phones, or she would have told them already. Look, I told Bridget I’d introduce you and everything. That’s fine, but I’m not your life raft in a storm.”

Again, several blinks. I turned to the distance between us, a good arm’s length, then followed an invisible trail between us, to her feet, then up her legs. When our eyes met, she paled. I shook my head and made a face.

Her hands clenched as her features relaxed. She glanced away suddenly.

“Why do I feel like you might want a do-over?” I asked. “Did you mean to say that? Sometimes I say things, and people think it’s casually cruel, but it’s not. We just don’t understand one another.”

“I’m not giving you a key to a magic house,” Paula said. “I’m not here to hold your hand and explain everything or save you from yourself. Unless you flood the bathroom. That’s the kind of saving I do. Blow a fuse, and I’m your hero.”

“Cool,” I said. “What kind of friends have you had that you feel the need to specify that?”

Paula frowned at me. Her look told me she was attempting to delve into something I had casually said that appeared cruel. 

After a moment, her expression lightened.

“You’d be surprised how many of you arrive in town and just expect me to drop everything.”

She uttered the words as if I knew exactly what she meant. They were apologetic in tone, but unnecessary because I had expected nothing of Paula but the maintenance of Bridget’s home over the summer. 

“Not a tourist,” I reminded her.

“Right,” she said slowly, as if she didn’t believe me.

We walked the rest of the way in silence, which wasn’t far at all. As we approached, Paula explained the Sandbar was where locals gathered during the tourist season. I suspected she was required to say that, considering she and Paul owned the place. 

The pub was certainly far enough from the beach for it to be off the beaten path for tourists.

Bridget had begun trivia night years before. Paula regaled me with stories of Bridget’s knowledge and the times she had corrected the quizmaster’s answers as we walked into the pub.

The interior of the pub, like all good ones in my experience, was wood-walled, covered in town history and bits of treasure the shore had offered up. There was only the briefest bit of fishing net, but it proudly bore a plaque below it, boasting of pulling in a fish, which I assumed was the life sized beast caught up in the netting in a mock dive across the wall.

A small hostess stand and a sign reading ‘Please Seat Yourself’ greeted us at the door. The room immediately opened into the rest, with a small, low stage along the front corner of the pub, nestled against the bathrooms to the right of the door. The bar stood straight in from the door, the kitchen behind passing orders to a waitress who picked up some pints on her way back to her table. 

Nearly every table was full of friends laughing and going on. Right by the bathrooms, and nearest the stage, a group of pink shirted women howled with laughter that rose louder as one laughed so hard she spat up her wine.

“Not again,” Paula snapped, taking a step toward them as they sniggered like pranksters caught by the teacher. “You two get a mop, since it’s your damned fault. Look at the example you’re setting for the new girl.”

“Bridget’s girl?”

“Great-niece,” Paula reminded firmly.

“Well, if she can’t take a joke, that’s not our problem,” responded the woman who had coughed up her wine even as she dabbed at her spoiled shirt with a napkin.

This made her friends howl with laughter again. 

Paula rolled her eyes at them and drew me away while explaining that only Bridget could ever get the Pretty in Pinks to behave. Everyone else, even their husbands, got out of their way when they gathered for trivia night.

As Paula mentioned husbands, she scowled at a man as if talking about him specifically. He flinched, then turned and attempted to stroll casually toward the bathrooms as if not fleeing.

Paula might appear to be mean, with sharp edges, but the locals weren’t too worried about her, which made me relax. If anything, they were running around like children while she attempted to introduce them to their new tutor.

She turned to me suddenly and frowned. 

“Do you drink?” she asked.

“I do,” I said.

She eyed me critically.

“Hungover this morning?”

“No,” I responded slowly.

She raised a finger as if figuring something out.

“You’ve found the wolfsbane.”

“No?”

“But you’ve picked a poison?”

We paused at the bar and frowned at one another. Paul stepped up to the counter and began playfully joined in the squinting. He laughed and told Paula to quit prying and show me to my table. I needed time to eat.

Paula rolled her eyes again, but blew him a sarcastic kiss and pulled me from the bar directly toward the nearest table. Four women sat at the table. Two looked to be almost middle-aged, with one sharing a strong similarity to Paul, and the other two were young women talking about school as we stopped by the table.

“This is Sue, Lise, Emma, and Anita,” Paula said. “Sue’s Paul’s sister. Lise is her partner. Emma and Anita just finished their second year. I’ll bring you drinks. What can I get you?”

Paula took our orders and headed back to the bar, where Paul was pouring drinks as someone in an apron talked to him. I assumed it was pub business, something to do with the kitchen. Maybe the chef worried whether they had enough potatoes. 

Poutine was on the specials board. Tempting, but I didn’t trust myself around cheese curds and gravy in the company of new acquaintances. It was my version of ribs on a first date. No matter how hard I tried, it got on my face, but if I had it around friends, everything went fine.

“Kate, was it?” Sue asked.

I dragged my attention away from the bar. 

“Yes, sorry.”

Mary would be disappointed in me for getting distracted. Normal people flowed into conversation so easily, yet as I stared at Sue, I forgot how to speak. My tongue felt heavy as Sue’s eyebrows rose expectantly. 

I knew words. I knew lots and lots and lots of words. 

So why couldn’t I find even one to speak?

“Where are you from?” Lise asked, speaking up to save me as she gave her wife a playful slap.

“Toronto,” I said. 

Eyebrows rose further in query at my short answer. I fumbled through my long, difficult history, trying to find something to tell people aside from I lived. Anything that wouldn’t lead to all the things that would give me away.

Luckily, I had one out that always worked, and that was vague recollections of the places I had lived before. It just took me a minute longer to pull it up because I really tried to come up with something better to say.

“But I was born in New Brunswick, and my childhood friend lives nearby. I’ve wanted to move back for a while now.”

All true.

All things I could elaborate on.

“But you moved by car?” Emma asked.

“Her boyfriend lives down the street from you,” Anita said. “With his parents.”

Emma and Anita shared annoyed looks. 

“I drove the car out with my cat,” I said. “Had to make some tough choices, belonging-wise. I arrived a week ago but stayed with my friend until everything arrived. She brought my cat out Saturday evening once I had the house set up.”

“Oh, you have a cat?” Anita asked.

Only mentioned it twice.

My face burned with embarrassment as I nodded. Mary’s voice urged me to be nosy.

“Yes, his name’s Alistair. He doesn’t like anyone.”

Ask questions.

I gritted my teeth as I struggled to voice a question. 

“What kind is he?” Lise asked, helping me along.

“Long haired black cat,” I responded with a nod. “Yeah, he doesn’t like anyone, but there’s a guy named Cyrus who’s been by a few times. Alistair screams until he moves on.”

The four women all appeared to squint. Eyes turned to Emma, as if she might know because of her proximity to Bridget’s house. Her eyes drifted toward the ceiling, a distant look coming over her.

“Must be an early tourist,” Sue said finally.

“He seems to know someone else,” I said. “Tall, dark haired, leather jacket.”

“Sounds like a tourist,” Sue muttered. “So, what do we want to be named?”

I filled Mary in while the table began debating team names. She sent an eye-roll and told me I had all the grace of a toddler who had just learned their first swear word. 

“Can’t use that during trivia,” Anita said. “It’s cheating.”

“I’m just letting my friend know I haven’t been eaten,” I responded.

That got a little laugh from the table. 

Paula brought us drinks and menus. She warned us to order fast if we wanted food before trivia started. We did just that. Sue and Lise started speaking French. Emma and Anita discussed their plans for the next week. They faced one another, which presented Anita’s shoulder to me as if I were trying to eavesdrop on them. 

As that was my usual experience when I tried to meet new people, I didn’t take it personally. 

Instead, I checked my phone.

“Did you tell them your name?” Mary asked.

“Of course!”

“Before or after you told them your cat thinks a random man is a villain?”

My face heated because I had been the unfortunate soul to do that once before. She knew my issue, though, so she immediately offered help.

“Ages?” Mary asked.

“Married and might have young kids, and maybe twenty?”

“God, remember being that young and stupid?”

“The intervening years haven’t exactly matured you.”

“At least I can have an adult conversation.”

“I hate you.”

Paula brought our food as Mary sent a kissing emoji.

“Head’s up, David’s back,” Paula said. “Brought some friends this year.”

Emma and Anita immediately perked right up. Paula jabbed a finger at them in a motherly way, and both eased themselves back into their seats. After a warning look at the girls, Paula headed back to the kitchen.

“Who’s David?” I asked.

“Comes every summer,” Sue said. “This is his tenth year? All the young women get their panties in a twist because he picks one, dates them until the fall, rocks their world, and then leaves them high and dry.”

“I wouldn’t mind being left high and dry by him,” Emma said wistfully as she set her elbows on the table, chin on her hands.

Her eyes drifted to the pub’s door as she smiled. 

“Well, if he’s doing his job right, you shouldn’t be high and dry,” I said without thinking.

As soon as I spoke, I realized it was one of those casually cruel things to say. I had only meant to point out the wordplay, but immediately regretted it.

There was a second of silence, and then giggles broke out. Not just at our table, but at the surrounding tables as well. 

I had spoken during a complete silence that had fallen over the pub as the door swung shut. It wasn’t just that I was certain that they all knew what or who I had been talking about, but worse yet, it was who had just walked in.

Hottie and his friends.

His mouth opened just slightly, as if he were about to say something in protest from across the pub. He appeared frustrated and annoyed as our eyes locked. His woman friend tapped his arm as she moved past him, searching for a table in the crowded pub. 

Green eyes remained locked with mine for several seconds before he dragged them away and hissed, “what?” at the older of the two men. 

The younger, Ian, had dirty blond hair and not even the skiff of a beard. He was lanky and lean like young men were, awkward still and unsure of himself when placed between Hottie and the other, older man. Nearly taller than Hottie, but not as wide, the older friend looked rough around the edges, like he hadn’t bothered shaving that morning because he was too busy fighting the end of the world.

Except he had looked the same way on Sunday during the jog and on Wednesday at the grocery store.

The woman had bleach-blonde hair and brown eyes. She was no taller than the young man and slighter than he was, but something told me she could hold her own against any of her friends.

“His friends aren’t bad on the eyes either,” Anita muttered.

My head snapped around, bouncing between Anita and Hottie.

“That’s David?” I demanded.

“Yup,” Emma said. “David Shaw. Good luck finding him. I’ve tried...”

She began listing off social media apps and her efforts to stalk him, including a fan page she found in Saskatchewan, which was set to private aside from a picture of a certain scar only lovers knew the location of. Emma said this proudly, as if she were one of those lovers.

“And he doesn’t do dating apps. Tried that, too. Last year I came so close. I know what I’m missing out on. But then he picked Anne.”

I pulled out my phone and filled Mary in as fast as I could. When I lowered my phone, I found Lise staring at me like she knew exactly what I had just done. She glanced at Emma and leaned away from her slightly as if expecting the younger woman to flip the table when she realized something was up.

Hottie’s name was David Shaw. He was notorious for picking a woman every summer to devote his time to. The same guy who had shown up sniffing around me and then turned up his nose. 

I doubted Lise had anything to worry about. 

David had obviously decided I wasn’t right when I left my card in the machine at the grocery store. He was awfully particular.

“He never picks up the ones he drops,” Anita said. “I have a better chance than you, and I’m basically engaged.”

“Twenty minutes to trivia,” the quizmaster called from the little stage. “Finish your meals if you’ve got them. No choking. I’m looking at you, Pretty in Pinks. While I am a trained EMT, I prefer doing first aid only when being paid. Full disclosure, they don’t pay me. So, twenty minutes to trivia.”

I had ordered a beef dip and salad. A nice bun overflowing with shaved roast beef with a side of au jus to dip it in wasn’t exactly the safest meal choice when meeting new people, but darn it, it’s what I was craving. 

Getting the salad wasn’t about watching my figure, but because I didn’t want fries. Sometimes I craved a salad and only ate them at restaurants. I ate the salad and then tackled the beef dip. The whole thing was amazing. I cleared my plate in less than ten minutes, forgetting to drink water because it was so good. 

The others were still eating. 

That was also typical for me, so I sat back and wiped my mouth. When I found a good meal, I inhaled it before others asked about it or tried to take a bite. As I finally reached for my glass, I felt eyes on me. 

I glanced toward David because he was the only person in the pub I sort of knew. He stared at my plate. His eyebrows rose ever so slightly in surprise.

His eyes slipped up and locked with mine. Amazement danced across his features. He twisted to his woman friend, whispering scandalously. She smiled, giggling as David whispered to her.

“Well, Emma has a better chance than me,” I muttered under my breath.

My face heated. People rarely commented on how fast I ate. Men certainly hadn’t complained before. I assumed David preferred his women picking at their meals, but as I thought that, the tingly feeling of being watched returned. 

Like a voice whispered from the deepest recesses of my mind, meaning to greet me, but walked in on my very private thoughts instead.

That’s quite enough, thank you very much.

Firmly, I pushed the feeling away. I interrupted intruding thoughts. The feel of it baffled me because it was strange and new, but I could only think that some part of me was attempting to offer a convenient exit from all the people.
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