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Garrett Kavenagh - 1870

“FORASMUCH AS IT HATH pleased Almighty God, in His wise providence, to take out of this world the soul of our deceased sister, Leolie Kavenagh, we therefore commit her body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust....”

Garrett stood dry-eyed as the whippet thin preacher droned on in a monotonous tone. The funeral service itself had been a lengthy one, Reverend Prentice making the most of his captive audience with a full Sunday-morning style sermon. Not that Garrett begrudged his mother a decent burial, or the good things being said about her, but even she would agree it had been substantially overblown. She’d always grumbled about the foolishness of enlarging people in death beyond what they were in life.

He stole a glance at his half-brothers, first Tabor, at thirty his eldest by six years, then Tabor’s fifteen year-old son, Pate. Father and son were routinely referred to as two peas in a pod. Brogan stood next to Tabor, five years Garrett’s elder and married to a fine-looking young woman called Maggie. Brogan and Maggie had left their one year-old son, Luke, with Maggie’s mother during the service.

It had been a heart attack, swift and sure, that had taken fifty-eight year-old Leolie while she was kneading bread. A strong woman struck down in the prime of life.

Garrett’s attention returned to that ominous hole in the ground that would soon swallow his mother forever. Reverend Prentice had preached at length about heaven and how to get there. To Garrett, she’d always be here in this windy hillside graveyard with the encroaching grove of oak trees. He heard the handful of rocky soil strike the wooden casket six feet below and knew it was the end of the committal service, the end of his mother. The end of his way of life. The suddenness of it would always be a swift, sharp knife to his soul, a wound he could never imagine time would make better. Turning on a booted heel he started for the modest family farm down the road a little better than a mile from the graveyard. He felt hollow, gutted, as he imagined everyone did when someone dear to them was lost.

It was about eleven years to the day since they’d arrived in Canada in a desperate flight from New York. Leolie Kavenagh, her three sons and one grandson relocated out of necessity following the gruesome murder of her husband. She’d had just enough money to keep them out of steerage aboard a square-rigged sailing vessel for their storm-tossed voyage on the North Atlantic to Halifax, Nova Scotia. Once ashore, she’d made enquiries that led to the hire of a slump-shouldered old freighter. He’d hauled them by wagon the considerable distance to a derelict farmhouse she’d learned was for sale in the neighbouring province of New Brunswick. All of this was accomplished with money her husband had stolen, what precious little there was left of it. Garrett had long understood that hiding in the backwoods of Westmorland County, New Brunswick was her only option should her husband’s murderers return to kill the rest of the family as she said they’d promised they would.

His thoughts were suddenly interrupted.

“Do you want a ride back to the farm, Uncle Garrett?” his nephew called as the wagon, pulled by Topsy the ancient Percheron draft horse, stopped beside him. “Might as well get in and save your feet.”

Garrett looked away. “Nah, it’s only a mile or so. I need the walk.”

Pate was not easily put off. “Come on, climb up. Pa and I’ll give you a lift.”

Tabor silenced the boy with a side-eyed glance. “Leave him walk if he wants to, I’ve got work to do,” he said, snapping the reins.

The wagon lurched forward with a groan as Topsy responded to the cue.

Garrett watched them pass, shrugging out of his jacket in favour of the unusually warm afternoon. It was late April now and the temperature over the past hour or so had begun to climb. He probably should have taken the ride because Tabor was right. There was a lot of work to do. Preparing the fields for this year’s crops was one thing. There was manure to be spread and the inevitable building repairs and fence mending, those that had withstood the fierce winters that often battered the area. The mammoth drifts of snow, the ice storms that could undo the work of a decade in just one night. But bad weather or good, there was always plenty to do on a farm because animals still had to be tended no matter what time of the year it was. The only rest farmers got was during the winter, not that there wasn’t still lots to be done. Their biggest challenge of all though was their limited budget, year after year. Last year’s crop had been completely lost to incessant summer rain that turned vegetable gardens into quagmires, and made the annual harvesting of hay all but impossible. Wettest season on record the old-timers said.

He thought about his family. They were not exactly what would be called respectable by...well...respectable people. He’d heard the whispers about his so-called father, things like he was no good or he was as crooked as a ram’s horn. He’d never had much of a relationship with the man, because in a nutshell, Bart Kavenagh knew Garrett wasn’t his own flesh and blood. It was something that was obvious, even to the casual observer. Tabor and Brogan were dark-haired and green-eyed like their father, Bart, while Garrett was blonde-haired and blue-eyed. No resemblance at all, except to Nathanial Henry. He was the man his mother had worked for as a housekeeper during one of Bart’s many lengthy absences. Garrett wanted nothing to do with Nathanial, or the nasty rumours about his mother’s adulterous affair. 

To add to their less than stellar reputation, Tabor had gotten Trish Rutherford pregnant when they were both just fifteen years old. They got married at her parent’s insistence two weeks before the baby was born. Trisha died giving birth to Pate. Yes, there was plenty of talk about the Kavenaghs. They’d had a bad name back home in Upstate New York, and it hadn’t taken long for tongues to start wagging here in New Brunswick.

Tabor was waiting for him fifteen minutes later when he walked into the kitchen, a room that now seemed oversized and desolate without his mother’s vibrant presence. “I sent Pate outside because you and I need to talk, Garrett, man to man.”

Garrett slung his jacket over the top of a ladder-back wooden chair, then sat in it facing his brother. “What’s on your mind?”

“What’s on my mind is that I think it’s best if you pack your things.”

Garrett held Tabor’s gaze as he waited for him to continue. He’d also been thinking that very thing during his walk back from the cemetery, needing the aloneness to cement the decision before he made mention of it. He could tell by the look on his half-brother’s face this eviction notice was a long time in the making.

He and Tabor maintained a grudging relationship. At times they barely tolerated each other. Now that their mother was not here to mediate, Tabor spoke more freely.

“I know this has been your home, but you need to leave.”

Garrett raised his chin, his eyes never leaving Tabor’s face. “I agree.”

Tabor visibly relaxed. “Good, at least I don’t have to throw you out.”

Garrett chuckled. At six-foot four he doubted his shorter half-brother, albeit by just three inches, would be up to the task considering he also outweighed him. “I’d like to see you throw me anywhere, brother.”

“And that’s another thing. Ma is dead now so we don’t need to do the brother thing. You’re the bastard of the family. You know it, and I know it.”

Garrett smiled. “Not having you for a brother will cause me no loss of sleep.”

“Then drop the Kavenagh name. It’s not yours to use. It never was.”

“I was raised a Kavenagh.”

“You still want to be a Kavenagh after the way my old man was?”

Garrett shrugged. “It’s not a good name but it’s the one Ma wanted me to have, so I’ll keep it on that account only. It was important to her, apparently, although I can’t imagine why.”

Tabor’s eyes narrowed. “In my opinion she gave up that right when she came home with you in her belly. She was....” 

Garrett’s eyes narrowed. “If I were you I’d choose my next words very carefully. Ma isn’t here to defend herself now, but I am, and I won’t hear anything said against her good name.”

“Her good name,” Tabor said sardonically, but had clearly reined himself in. “She was a good enough mother to us in many ways, I suppose, although it wasn’t hard to see you were the only one that mattered to her.”

Garrett shook his head. He’d heard all of this rhetoric before. Maybe his mother did favour him. It only helped balance things out for the mistreatment he’d received at the hands of his father, or should he say his mother’s husband. While Nathanial Henry was no prize, Bart Kavenagh was worse.

“I’m not going to get into all of that, Tabor. It’s a waste of time. I’ve got more important things to do.”

“Great. You can use your time packing. I guess you’re smart enough to see you don’t belong here.”

“I am, but why are you in such an all-fired hurry to get me gone? Ma didn’t have any money tucked away anywhere here that I know about.”

“Any money Ma had, she spent getting us out of Hamilton County. Now, whether you know it or not, I’ve found a wife. She’s willing to take me and the boy on, and that’s enough.”

Garrett laughed. “Who did you manage to talk into marrying you may I ask?”

Tabor looked away before reclaiming Garrett’s gaze. “Julia Buckley.”

Now that did surprise him. Julia Buckley was a nice lady, although he’d never heard of any romance between her and his half-brother. But then Tabor was a handsome man, any woman would say so. Julia was well past marrying age at thirty-seven, so that would likely explain her decision.

Garrett sighed. In truth he’d been ready to leave a long time ago, he’d only stayed because of his mother. Leolie Kavenagh had been a capable no-nonsense woman, but he knew there’d been a special connection between himself and his mother. She’d wanted him here and he’d always felt he couldn’t deny her that. But now a new chapter had begun, the page not simply turned but torn free and like that page he too would soon be in the wind.

“Well good for you, broth...Tabor,” he said referring to his half-brother’s announcement. “She’s a good woman and I hope you two will be very happy. Just make sure you treat her right. When’s the wedding?”

Tabor shifted in his chair. “Don’t trouble yourself about that, just know that it’s going to happen.”

Garrett nodded. “Good enough, but if you don’t mind I’ll stay the night and strike out first thing tomorrow morning.”

Tabor crossed his legs, studying his half-brother. “Out of curiosity and nothing else, where do you plan on going? I’ve got an idea you’ve had this in your head for a while.”

Garrett smiled. “And now I’ll tell you not to trouble yourself about that. I’ll make out just fine.”

––––––––
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AS HE HAD THE NIGHT before, Garrett tossed and turned without sleep. He’d closed his eyes for maybe an hour before being startled awake by a nightmare. He now watched the sun rise in all its red-gold splendour over the horizon. Heaving a tired sigh, he kicked back the covers.

It hadn’t taken him long last night to pack a few personal belongings because what he took he’d have to carry, and it was more than ten miles to Sackville. He also wanted something that belonged to his mother, so after looking around her room he came across the small leather-bound book of poetry she’d been particularly fond of. Leolie wasn’t a woman to collect baubles or geegaws, but she’d treasured that little book. He’d often seen her reading it in her rare moments of relaxation, and so it was important to him to have it in memory of her. He closed the faded carpetbag, laced his boots, and made his way downstairs for breakfast. The enticing aroma of fresh coffee quickened his step. He’d be glad of a good breakfast because it was a long walk into the village unless someone happened by with a cart or a wagon, and that was unlikely seeing as how it wasn’t market day.

Tabor was stirring a pot of oatmeal, making ready for their usual early start to the day. The bowls, spoons, cups and pitcher of milk were already arranged on the hardwood table. His mother would have been the one at the black cast iron stove cooking breakfast, and Garrett missed her with a profound sense of sadness.

Tabor glanced up when Garrett entered the room. “You might as well have a bowl of porridge before you leave. There’s no bread, but Julia will make some tomorrow after we’re married.”

Garrett curbed the cryptic remark that rose to his lips. No use starting anything. “Thanks,” he told him as he set down the carpetbag and settled into his usual place. Pate sat across the table, but didn’t raise his eyes.

They ate in awkward silence until it was time for Garrett to leave.

Tabor moved uneasily to the door. “Look, Garrett, about yesterday. I might’ve said some things....”

Garrett cut him off. “We both did. Let’s forget about it.”

“No hard feelings then?” Tabor extended his hand.

Garrett accepted the handshake. He knew Tabor put up a prickly front, but underneath, if you spent the time to find it, there was a heart.

They shook hands briefly before Garrett headed for the door. He steeled himself not to look back at the humble little farmhouse they’d laboured to make better since they’d arrived all those years ago. He would look to the future now, not what he was leaving behind. There was nothing to be gained by that. His mother was gone.

––––––––
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* * *
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THE DAY GREW WARM QUICKLY as he set a steady pace. He thought ahead to what he would do once he arrived in Sackville. Uppermost in his mind was finding a job. He’d been to the village many times, so he was familiar with the several places where he could seek employment. There was the foundry, a tannery, factories, mercantiles, and shipbuilders, but he had his mind set on working in a carriage factory. He’d need skills to work there, but he could apprentice. Becoming a wheelwright appealed to his love of woodworking, so that’s what he would pursue if possible. He’d seen fine carriages pass by on the road from time to time, pulled by equally fine horses. That had strengthened his dream, and the opportunity to realize it had now been unexpectedly laid before him with his mother’s death. Someday he’d help build those carriages he told himself, and he would take great pride in that work.

He mopped his brow with his sleeve, the bowl of porridge having worn off miles ago. It would have been nice to have a crust of bread to eat, but at least he had a canteen of fresh water. However, the hungrier he became the more his mind played tricks on him. It conjured up images of thick steaks, bowls of steaming hot stew, warm bread not long from the oven slathered with fresh-churned butter. He salivated thinking about it. He took another drink of water and remembered the one coin in his pocket he’d earned selling hay to Mullion Shafford this spring. He’d use it to buy whatever he could in the way of a meal. The rest would have to take care of itself.

He remembered the restaurant in Sackville. He was sure they’d have good food there, so that’s where he’d go. Buy a biscuit or two to go with some water. He knew if he could afford the biscuits, they’d likely supply the butter and maybe some jam.

He walked a little faster at the prospect of easing his hunger. He’d been thinking about lodging too. Perhaps he could bunk down in a stable, or if not that he could always hike back out and sleep in the woods. It was only late April and the nights were still mighty frosty, so a stable would be the more practical choice he reasoned. But more importantly, as soon as he got something to eat he’d ask around to see if there was an opening for a labourer. That would only be temporary until he went after the type of work he really wanted. They might even front him a week’s pay to get him settled, but he knew as soon as that thought occurred to him it was a pipedream. No matter, wherever he ended up he’d make it work. He had no alternative and he was determined to succeed.

The sun had dropped off its high noon mark when he walked up to the restaurant, dusty and sweaty. He ran his sleeve over his forehead again and straightened his hair with his fingers before opening the front door. Once his eyes had adjusted from the brightness of the sun he could see plenty of empty tables. He took a chair at one in the corner. The white and red checked tablecloth reminded him of home. He looked up as a young woman approached the table and was immediately bewitched by a pair of violet blue eyes that sparkled beneath generous lashes. Her honey gold hair was arranged in a becoming style atop her head. She was a beauty! He also noticed her wedding ring and dropped his eyes.

“What can I get for you?” she asked cheerfully. “We have some nice beef stew and biscuits made fresh this morning.”

He glanced up at the chalkboard and saw the stew was beyond what he could afford. “I’m not that hungry,” he lied, betrayed at that moment by a loud stomach rumble. “Maybe I won’t bother with anything.”

She made no reply so he looked up into those striking, smiling eyes of hers and could see she was reading him like a book. She knew he was broke. Perfect! In town for five minutes and already humiliated in front of a beautiful woman. There must be another place to eat hereabouts, one that was more affordable. Maybe he could buy a loaf of bread if there was a bakery around. Picking up his carpetbag he got to his feet.

“Please don’t leave,” she said, still smiling brightly, those incredible eyes searing right through to his soul. “How about a bowl of stew on the house? With biscuits, and butter.”

He remained standing. “Thank you, but no.”

“Don’t be so prideful,” she told him kindly, her teeth even and sparkling white. “I’m guessing you’re a little low on money at the moment, so let me help you out. You wouldn’t deprive a lady of the chance to do something nice for somebody, would you?”

He hesitated a moment longer, his stomach getting the better of him. “I can’t accept charity, Ma’am. I will take some of that stew, but only if I can pay for it in some way. I don’t suppose you need a cook or a dishwasher, someone to help out around here. I....”

“As a matter of fact we do.”

“Which, a cook or a dishwasher?”

“I should say we don’t need a cook. We’ve had the same lady for quite a while, but we can’t keep dishwashers for some reason, so that job is open. It’s yours, if you want it.”

He couldn’t believe his ears. Did he want it! Certainly he wanted it, at least for now.

“I’ll take it,” he said, finally finding a smile. “But I have to be honest. I had plans to get a job at the carriage factory here in Sackville. It’s always been a dream of mine to be a carriage maker and I’d hoped to get taken on as an apprentice.”

She laughed. “I like your honesty. I have an idea, why don’t you take the dishwasher job for a few weeks and get some money saved ahead. Now mind you we can’t afford to pay much, but the job does include food. So we’ll feed you and there’s a little building out back that you can use for a couple of months if you need somewhere to stay. Or do you already have lodging?”

He shook his head. “I arrived a few minutes ago, so I haven’t made any arrangements.”

“Great. Like I say, the accommodations go with the job. We had it built because the cook we had before lived a considerable distance away, and we didn’t want to lose him. Anyway, it’s small but it’s clean, and it will give you a roof over your head. Once you get your feet under you then you can go on over to the carriage factory and see if they need someone.”

He thought about it for a moment. “It sounds like charity to me.”

She smiled again. “Not a bit of charity in there at all. We need a dishwasher in the worst way. Believe me, you won’t think it’s charity when this place starts to fill up at mealtime. You’ll work for what we’re paying you. Now, how about that bowl of stew and a couple of warm biscuits and butter? I’ll even bring some jam. How does that sound? And a cup of coffee?”

He nodded gratefully as he reclaimed his seat, and allowed himself a sigh of relief after she’d left to fetch the meal. She was back in a surprisingly short time, setting everything in front of him.

“I should be eating in the kitchen if I’m hired help.”

“This one you can have at the front of the house, but you’re right. You’ll be taking your meals in the kitchen from now on and if you don’t mind I’d like to have you start work today. Will that be all right?”

He nodded, already spreading what looked to be fresh churned butter on a light fluffy biscuit. “Sure, today is fine. I’ll eat this and then you can show me where I should go.”

She paused a moment, hands on her hips again. “Wait a minute. How did you get to Sackville?”

“I walked, Ma’am.”

“First of all my name is Abigail, not ma’am. Abigail Maitland. You can call me Abby.”

“My name is Garrett Kavenagh.”

“How far did you walk, Garrett Kavenagh?”

“About ten or eleven miles I guess. Not that far.”

“That’s too far and you look like you need sleep. I’ve changed my mind. You can start in the morning.”

“Oh no, you need a dishwasher and I needed a meal. That was the agreement. I’ll start today.”

“Eat your meal, Garrett. I’m going to win this argument because I’m the boss. I should say my husband and I are both the boss. His name is Stuart Maitland and he works as a shipbuilder down at the Straightway Yard. And in case you’re wondering how I came to have a restaurant, I’m not one of these women content staying at home. We have no children and I wanted a job. There aren’t many jobs for women that I’d want to do, so he built me this restaurant and I run it. I’m a fair enough cook, but I don’t particularly like being in the kitchen. That doesn’t jibe with running a restaurant, but I do all the buying as well as the hiring and firing. I also wait tables and do the books so I’m busy enough. You’ll be getting to know my husband too, and you’ll like him. He’s a big guy like yourself and one of the nicest men you’ll ever meet, but naturally I’m completely biased. I’ll leave you to your meal now and save room for dessert. Warm gingerbread with whipped cream.”

She bustled away as quickly as she’d arrived. He couldn’t help but appreciate her trim figure in a painted calico dress, complete with a frilly white apron cinched around an impossibly tiny waist. Abby Maitland was a handsome woman. Just his luck she’d be married.

Later as he adjusted his sizeable frame for a quick rest on the little building’s not so sizeable bed, he did so with a full stomach and a satisfied mind. At Abby’s insistence, he’d devoured two bowls of stew, along with the biscuits, dessert, and coffee. He’d like to think it was his mother smiling down on him that he’d found such good fortune within minutes of arriving in the village. From whichever direction the benevolence came, he was happy enough to take it. He thought too about how unusual life was. The unexpected turns. How three days ago he would be home in his bed at the farm, the smell of his mother’s home-baked bread filling the house. How ironic that something she’d loved to do, make bread, had been what killed her. The effort had apparently been too much for her heart. He wasn’t sorry he’d stayed at home for her sake, but working the family farm was neither financially rewarding, nor particularly satisfying. Backbreaking labour is what it was. Tabor seemed to think he could do better with it on his own, and it was all his now to do just that.

Garrett’s lack of sleep was catching up with him. Try as he might not to nod off, he was soon sound asleep. He awoke to cold darkness. Remembering the oil lamp Abby had showed him on a shelf in the corner, he lit it. The spartan room was soon bathed in a soft mellow glow. His next order of business was to get a fire started in the small woodstove that stood in one corner. She had also pointed out the ample supply of firewood in the wood box, complete with kindling. A few adjustments of the damper were required before the fire sputtered to life, consuming the birch bark starter before it began to lick hungrily at the dry kindling. There was nothing quite like the heat from a woodstove. The snap and crackle of dry maple firewood brought back memories of cold winter nights when the old farmhouse was snug and inviting, his mother sitting by the stove knitting.

The little building soon warmed up invitingly. He was grateful for the accommodation, tidy, well constructed and whitewashed to match the restaurant. It had all of the amenities he’d need for the time being. He thought now with embarrassment of how inadequate his plan for shelter had been when he’d set out this morning. It went to show how distracted he was given the events of the past few days. He was hardly thinking clearly. In any event, he was here now and, providence had taken a hand in his wellbeing.

He thought of Pate this morning at the table, the boy staring at him when he’d finally looked up from his bowl of porridge. Those green eyes of his were accusing, as though Garrett was abandoning the family. He’d give Tabor and Brogan credit, because for all intents and purposes they’d kept the animosity they’d felt about his lack of birthright from the young boy. He’d tried to explain to his nephew that it was time for him to go, but Pate wanted none of it. He had flounced from the room, slamming the door behind him. Not even a goodbye. There was plenty of that going around lately.

The room now pleasantly warm, he shrugged out of his clothes, crawled under the blankets and soon dozed off. Stirring around midnight, he got up and fed the fire before going back to sleep. He never knew another thing until he opened his eyes to the growing pre-dawn light that shone through the small curtainless window. He’d have to hurry to be at the restaurant for the morning rush, and Abby had told him it started early.

He blinked again to clear the sleep from his eyes and was about to turn over when he suddenly realized he wasn’t alone. There was someone in the bed with him.
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JERKING HIS HEAD SIDEWAYS, he was met with a pair of twinkling eyes as dark as August blueberries.

“Good morning,” she said merrily. “Imagine finding you here.”

Garrett, still trying to make sense of the situation, continued to gape into the round dimpled face of a woman he guessed to be older than his mother.

“My name’s Polly Hannigan,” she said, chuckling, obviously amused by his reaction. “I must say you’re a sight for sore eyes, a right handsome young man.”

“Thank you,” he said, noticing with growing discomfiture her bare arms above the gray woolen blanket. It didn’t appear she was wearing much more than he was. “What are you doing in my bed? I wasn’t told I’d be sharing this building...or the bed.”

Polly laughed heartily. “And I was under the impression I could have my old job back whenever I wanted it. These lodgings go with the position of dishwasher, or that of the cook, although I’ve been staying here on and off for the past few months anyway. I may have forgotten to mention that to Abby, but I know she wouldn’t mind. Sometimes old Winnie, my friend, also drops by when she’s had a nip or two and needs a place for the night. I naturally assumed by the roar of your snoring that it was her in the bed because Winnie can get pretty loud. I guess both of us got a surprise.”

Garrett began to wonder what he’d gotten himself into. He hadn’t imagined that half of Sackville might be in the habit of sleeping here without Abby’s knowledge.

“I’m the new dishwasher,” he stated. “I was hired yesterday...told I had the use of this place.”

Polly was obviously enjoying herself immensely. “I don’t see how you’ve been stopped having the use of it, but I was promised the same thing you see. So here we are.”

She reached over and ran her hand over his shoulder. “Yep, you’re a right handsome devil although a might young.”

Garrett was now smack dab against the wall with nowhere to go. He might be good at keeping his wits about him, but this was an entirely different situation. He’d never had to figure his way out of something like this.

“Are you...clothed?” he asked.

She laughed again. “Only what’s necessary for a good night’s sleep. The rest is on the floor by the bed.” She glanced to where her clothes were folded into a neat pile. “Can I say the same about you?”

Might as well fight fire with fire. “You could.”

Her eyes shone. “I’ll take a peek and see for myself,” she said trying to lift the covers.

He held the blankets firmly in place. “Listen, lady, I’ve got no clothes on under here.”

Polly roared with laughter. “I’ve been married twice so I wouldn’t be seeing anything new. Now if you were a gentleman you’d climb out of this bed and get another fire going before all of those coals die out. It’s a lot harder to make a fire in a cold stove.”

Garrett didn’t care how many times she’d been married, he wasn’t about to go parading around naked. But she was right. It was downright cold in here and he had to get up and get ready for work. The water in the pitcher could well be frozen by now and he had to shave before he went over to the restaurant. Even if he was only working in the kitchen, he couldn’t appear looking as though he’d crawled out of a ditch. This was not at all how he planned to start the day.

He got the impression Polly liked to have a good time and was not easily shocked. He also figured she was far from done with him and wondered what was coming next. The blanket covering her revealed the swell of an ample bosom. If she thought for a moment he’d be interested in rolling around in bed with her, she had another think coming. If she was playing at that he must have guessed wrong about her age. One thing was for certain, she was no shrinking violet.

“I’ll get up and make the fire,” she chuckled. “And I won’t even ask you to avert your eyes.”

“Just pass me my pants,” he said, woefully aware at how inexperienced he was in this sort of thing.

It was embarrassing. He was relieved that Polly had no intention of seducing him, but she was sure having a barrel of fun at his expense. He had a good mind to climb right out of this bed as he was and tend to the stove, watch her watch him, but he’d only do so to call her bluff. The fact that he’d be playing right into her hands for the enjoyment of it all held him back.

Polly’s grin was a mile wide. “That means I have to get out of bed, and me so scantily clad because I didn’t think I’d have a manly audience.” She reached over and ran her hand over one of his broad shoulders again, still bronzed golden from last summer’s sun. “You know I was once a real beauty, or so I was told. Was a day when a man would have been very happy to find me in his bed.”

He could easily tell it was likely so, because despite the inevitable lines of age, her eyes were still youthful and spirited. And then there was that ample bosom. Judging by the outline of her form under the blankets, the bottom matched the top.

“Stay where you are,” he sighed, “I can reach my clothes from here.”

“Not from that side of the bed you can’t. You’re going to have to shift yourself over my way a fair bit. Here, I’ll move your way and you move mine since you’re so determined to conceal yourself from me. A man’s body is a beautiful thing, you shouldn’t try to hide it.”

Polly was downright scandalous. He’d never heard a woman talk that way about something like this. It was shocking, but fine, he’d do as she suggested. Get his clothes and get dressed. He didn’t have time to lay here all day playing cat and mouse with her. 

She moved closer to him, and with his back against the wall his only option was to climb over her to get to the other side of the bed. So gritting his teeth he did just that. He’d almost accomplished the task when Polly sabotaged his efforts by shimmying into his path and he landed unceremoniously on top of her. She was a trickster, and likely always been a handful, but he felt soft fabric between their bodies so she hadn’t been naked after all. But he’d had enough of this foolishness, so lady or no lady, if that was what she imagined herself to be, he climbed out of bed.

Polly sucked in her breath. “Oh my, but you are a handsome one! So well built from the soles of your feet to the top of your head. You’re all man. Powerfully built...magnificent! I’ve never seen one better and both of my husbands were fine looking men.”

He stood on the cold floor in all his naked splendor as he snatched up his pants. Turning his back to her, he pulled them roughly into place. His shirt, boots and socks could wait. He yanked open the front door of the stove, laid the kindling as well as several sticks of good stout firewood and set it ablaze amid strategically placed birch bark.

“Get back in bed,” she said. “There’s no sense standing out there freezing when it’s nice and warm in here.”

“No thanks,” he said buttoning his shirt, then pulling on his woolen socks and lacing up his boots. “I’m fine. You stay in there and keep warm. You can get dressed and leave after I go over to the restaurant.”

“No need to rush, young man. The restaurant is only a few seconds away and I don’t see a light on over there yet. Nettie will arrive any minute to get the stove fired up and biscuits in the oven. Abby won’t be too far behind her. You still have time to shave and see to the rest of your ablutions.”

He checked the water in the pitcher on the washstand and was relieved to find it was not frozen. He’d warm some on the stove in the metal washbasin. He lit the paraffin lamp to better go about his work. He was aware the whole time that Polly never took her eyes off him, following his every move. He supposed he should be thankful the outhouse was further back on the property, although he wouldn’t put it past her to follow him out there.

“I had a son once,” she told him unexpectedly, running her hand over a riot of grey curls before propping herself up on one elbow. “He got drowned when a barque went down out in the Bay of Fundy. He was about your age, nineteen.”

“I’m twenty-four.” 

“Barely old enough to be a man.”

“I’m man enough.”

She nodded knowingly. “Yes, you certainly are and I’ve seen that for myself. No disrespect meant. Now about my son....”

He immediately regretted his annoyance. “That’s a terrible story, and I’m sorry for your loss. Was it a long time ago?”

She seemed to withdraw into herself, the smile slowly fading from her lips. “More than twenty years ago. Dana was his name and he was a sweet lad, like you. Fair-haired, blue-eyed like his father. It was nobody’s fault, a gale blew up out of nowhere and everyone was lost. Worst day of my life,” she said, her eyes closed, and then she immediately brightened as though determined to rise above the low blow she had been dealt. “My husband was on that boat too, but he wasn’t as much a loss as was my Dana. My husband was a heavy-handed brute and I’ll take those scars to my grave. Dana though, was like I think you are, gentle-natured, kind. I’ll bet you’re close to your own dear ma.”

Garrett swallowed a stab of pain. “We were close, yes. She’s gone. Now I’ve got to get cleaned up for work if you want to turn over and get some more sleep.”

Polly’s impish grin was back. “Nah, I’ll watch you wash your face and shave. It’d be like watching my son.”

She’d acted anything but motherly in that bed, but then he guessed there were many sides to Polly Hannigan. She was probably harmless, but he’d get it straightened out today who would be staying in this place. If it was more than one, he’d look for lodging elsewhere.

“You know something, young fella? Here I’ve been sharing a bed with a man who hasn’t even told me his name.”

He groaned inwardly. Is that how she was going to tell this thing? He’d be embarrassed right out of Sackville if people thought that’s what he was up to. No way was he going to have his name attached to that kind of shenanigans. 

Polly adjusted the blanket then rested her head on her hand. “You know you have a very expressive face. It’s all right there in your eyes. So don’t worry, this little mishap won’t be told about town. And remember I said I thought I was bunking for the night with old Winnie. The fault’s all mine and that’s the way I’ll tell it, if it’s ever told at all. So come on, tell me your name.”

He sighed as he carried the washbasin over to the tiny table under the window. “It’s Garrett.”

“Garrett what?”

“Garrett’s enough.”

“All right then, Garrett, I’d better get up too. Remember, I’m the dishwasher. I’m not trying to take your job, but I need the work. Abby said to come back anytime and so I have. I guess she didn’t think I would, but I was there when they opened the restaurant. I’m like an old friend of the family you might say.”

Garrett retrieved his shaving gear from his carpetbag, although it seemed now he was out of a job. At least he’d be cleaned up enough to go look for another since Polly was back in the kitchen and now likely back in residence. This had to be the shortest job on record, fired before he’d even started his first day. 

Polly climbed out of bed.

* * *
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“OH NO!” ABBY GROANED when both Garrett and Polly walked through the back door. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, Polly, so now I’ve given your job to Garrett here.”

Polly was smiling that thoroughly engaging smile of hers again. “I seem to recall, Abby, you telling me I was welcome back anytime.”

Abby looked bewildered. “But it’s been over a year, and I’ve had two dishwashers since you left. I’m sorry, but I’ve replaced you. Now Garrett,” she said sweeping her attention over him, “is planning to stay for only a short while. Maybe you can come back when he leaves.”

Polly’s grin was infectious. “Tell me, Abby, have you tried him out yet?”

Abby did a double take. “I beg your pardon?”

Polly’s teeth were remarkably white. “Have you seen the size of his hands?”

Garrett reddened as his gaze fell to his large, sturdy hands.

Abby flushed as well since the conversation had taken a personal turn. “Yes, I’ve noticed.”

Polly looked like a barrister about to pounce on an unfortunate litigant. “Mighty strong hands to be handling crockery. I predict lots of breakage.”

Abby closed her eyes. It was too early in the morning to have to deal with something like this. “Okay, why don’t we do this, Polly. You wash dishes, and Garrett you could wait tables with me because sometimes I’m run right off my feet. You could also take over if I have to go out. Do you think you’d enjoy being a waiter? It’d only be for a month or so. Watch me and see how it’s done. Study the chalkboard and know what we have to offer. Write down, legibly, what the patrons want. Then come back and give Nettie the piece of paper with the order written on it. You can read and write can’t you?”

Garrett nodded, still trying on for size the idea of being a waiter. “Sure I can read and write, and I think I’d like the job just fine,” he decided in that moment.
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